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ABSTRACT 

 
“This paper argues that Digital Transformation cannot rely on traditional management strategies and 

requires new thinking due to its complex nature. The complexity is even more challenged, given the 

infancy of digital transformation as a concept, which is even more prominent within the Middle East 

where online retailing is still in the early stages of adoption. Company X, a franchise retail 

organisation within the United Arab Emirates, is at the centre of this action research study whereby 

understanding their digitisation experience to date, the paper utilises existing literature as well as 

methodically collecting data from employees within the organisation to subsequently deliver a digital 

transformation conceptual model. This model underpins digital transformation as itself a strategy, of 

which digital maturity grows as the company becomes more versed in transformative measures but 

embraces digital transformation as continuous over an end state strategic delivery.  With this 

understanding, the study focuses on key aspects of digital transformation; technology; financial 

means; culture; vision; talent management; knowledge and training; change management; 

performance indicators and customer focus which are essential in the implementation of moving a 

company from digitisation to digital transformation.” 

 

“The paper identifies a series of challenges to digital transformation adoption. These range from poor 

technology planning; lack of financial means to several areas of change management where change 

resistance, cultural issues and lack of vision all are raised as areas of key concern.  The impact on 

people and expectations of knowledge and training support as well as understanding how digital 

transformation impacts roles as the company transforms, are discussed to construct actionable 

knowledge to support Company X and future implementations. This leads to key framework of 

actionable knowledge which identifies Technology, Customer, Employee and Business Strategy as 

the four key pillars of Digital Transformation whereby Digital Maturity is gained through evolution 

of constant information flow between these pillars. Supportive strategies within these pillars are 

given as a roadmap whereby companies should focus on driving a technology road map with 

priorities based on a long term plan; understand financial investments required to support future 

requirements; demonstrate a digital transformation path through people growth objectives; ground 

digital transformation with a vision based on digital transformation priorities for your organisation; 

develop a people roadmap, to support succession and recruitment needs. ; provide a training 

programme defined based on organisational digital transformation priorities; cement change 

management presence to drive digital transformation; drive  performance measures based on 

company vision and derive and enhance customer loyalty strategy based on digital touchpoints. This 
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roadmap whilst built for Company X, offers insight and consideration for future organisations in 

their infancy or about to embark on digital transformation and supports under researched area of 

study. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 

Retail today is not an easy sector to be successful in and be a dominant player in the market. An 

industry that is fiercely competitive and faced with various geographical, cultural, and lifestyle 

factors, continually needs to adapt and develop, to supply the consumer with what is required to 

remain relevant. The retail sector itself relates to the sale of goods and services to consumers through 

various channels and industries such as apparel, electronics, and motor to mention a few. Pre 

pandemic in 2020, physical or brick and mortar stores were still considered the dominant channel in 

the retail sector, with the expectation that digital e-commerce retailing would continue to grow 

through desktop and mobile commerce platforms. In 2018, the global retail sector was worth approx. 

24 trillion U.S dollars.  In 2022, this is forecasted to be 26.7 trillion U.S dollars with 15% of this 

revenue coming from online platforms (Statista, 2021). Although considerable growth is expected, 

margin gains being experienced are less favourable to physical retail making it a complex but 

necessary for organisations to understand and move towards digital based strategies. 

 

Living and working in the Middle East for the last ten years has opened my learning of retail and 

understanding of the retail sector within this part of the world.  The Middle East is an important 

player in the retail sector, quantified by Alpen Capital (2019) report, as being worth 308 billion U.S 

dollars in 2023 with the United Arab Emirates and Saudi making up a staggering 77% of those sales. 

The United Arab Emirates alone is ranked as the fifth most important retail destination in the world 

and saw incredible retail sector growth driven by tourist visitor spend in 2017 alone at a level of 29.7 

billion U.S dollars (Alpen Capital, 2019). It was also identified that in the Middle East in 2017, 

physical stores still accounted for 97% of sales revenue, compared to the global average at 85%, 

which presented the region with huge scope for growth in the years ahead. 

 

Every company has its challenges to overcome and derived strategies, which they believe will move 

the business forward to create demand, where they have the supply that is craved. My organisation 

is no different. First established in 1979, Company X has operations in six countries in the Middle 

East, operating nearly two hundred retail stores. For years, the business has successfully operated 

retail brick and mortar stores, through a franchise model, mirroring the mother brand of household 

names from the UK or US markets but operating in a very different shopping culture, where the 

lifestyle of visiting shopping malls for pleasure and past time over necessity has driven their profit 

models. Brand offerings grounded in apparel, accessories, and homeware as a chosen speciality of 
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the organisation. Based in Dubai, Company X employs over two thousand employees making it one 

of the largest employers in the region and a renowned retail operator in the region. 

 

The Middle East shopping behaviour is often described as a leisure activity, supported by surveys 

that have indicated that 70% of respondents confirmed they shopped with friends and family and 

advised that shopping was one of their main social activities (Communications, 2011). Malls in the 

region, catering to families with restaurants, cinemas, aquariums, gyms, fountains, and ski slope 

activities being anchors of social attraction. Alongside this, shopping malls frequently are directly 

linked to hotels and metro stations allowing ease of access for tourists and easy access to residents 

who seek out malls to combat the heat, in air-controlled environments, especially during the peak 

summer months when temperatures near fifty-degree centigrade.  

 

In 2015, the World Economic Forum indicated that Dubai had started to outrank countries such as 

Denmark, Canada, and South Korea in many economic indicators, signifying a stable market. 

Markets in Riyadh in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), Doha in Qatar, and Abu Dhabi in the 

UAE were highlighted as potential developing markets, with Dubai already approaching a state of 

saturation. In 2017, Dubai as a city was highlighted as having the highest representation of global 

brands outside of London but there was still an opportunity to access more customers across the 

Middle East Region (Bain & Company, 2019).  No organisation could deny that the competitive 

landscape was tougher than ever before. Consumer behaviour within the Middle East was also 

starting to change, behaviour that Company X knew needed serious consideration to compete and 

stay relevant to consumer needs, as well as mirroring the global trends would take the organisation 

on a new strategic journey with the need to embark on digital transformation. 

 

Having been based in the Middle East for the last ten years now, my whole time with Company X, I 

have predominantly been responsible for retail budgeting, open to buy planning and overall 

merchandising responsibilities for Company X brands. The main purpose of the planning function, 

known internally as a support function to the business, is to advise the business on opportunity and 

risk in terms of sales and margin forecasting alongside inventory management to support the 

management of cash flow whilst driving sales. As a Senior Division Manager, I am responsible for 

a team of thirteen, looking after a brand portfolio of 500m USD in annual turnover.  During this time, 

I have found myself deeply involved in Company X’s digital transformation as an advisory on how 

this pertains to the key merchandise function of how to satisfy demand, control inventory, drive sales 

opportunities, and most importantly manage margins. 
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1.2 Research Background 

 

Often the term digital transformation is associated purely with the need to digitise using technology. 

Whilst technology does play a crucial role in the digitisation process, the journey of digital 

transformation is more than digitisation. Digital transformation as a concept has been defined as a 

host of initiatives that equips an organisation to deal with change in its journey to becoming 

customer-driven end-to-end (Bloomberg, 2018). Being able to offer customers the ability to buy 

products without being physically in a retail store is where the demand is and continues to be the 

main channel of growth for the retail sector. Customers expect convenience to be readily available, 

with better offers and the least hassle possible. Before the recent pandemic COVID 19 in 2020, digital 

investment was seen as driving customer value as people were time poor and needed to be able to 

access better information and larger product assortments through embedded technology which 

complimented their lifestyle (Reinartz et al. 2019). Retailers are also of the impression that they could 

run a digital operation on lower fixed-cost operations, making digital retailing an attractive 

proposition, opening a world of opportunity, not reliant on the physical footfall of customers into 

stores.   

 

Today, digital commerce is considered essential and non-negotiable with retail companies being 

bullish with digital growth prospects, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic has cemented the 

need for strong digital presence for companies to survive. During and post-pandemic, attentions will 

continue to move towards digital transformation to deliver excellent customer experience as a priority 

with a recent study indicating customer digital interactions have been accelerated by several years 

due to the pandemic (Fernandez et al. 2020). To do this, companies will need to understand what 

their new priorities are first and foremost and develop strategies to continue digital transformation 

understanding beyond a view of just transacting goods or services online. It will require focus on 

customer experience, distribution, supply chain, tech product development, and support functions to 

derive a 360 approach to the digital transformation process and therefore put digital transformation 

at the centre of change continuously. This is not to say, that this process will be easy. Customers are 

looking for more information than ever before to drive trust in brands, products, and approaches to 

sustainability practices (Fernandez et al. 2020). The relationship between customer and company 

continues to develop, enhancing the need for strong digitally transformative practice to engage 

consumers. 

 

Whilst this change in customer behaviour requires digital investment and technology to support it, it 

was clear to Company X that ways of working had to change to move forwards. This change resulted 
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in a change of approach concerning employee role requirements and organisational structure. An 

emphasis on the need for enhanced training and transformational leadership to move the organisation 

forwards to stay relevant to our consumer became a focus throughout the organisation. Through 

digital transformation, an omnichannel customer-centric operation could be reached, through the 

seamless integration of a variety of channels for customers to fulfil their buying needs, driving a best 

in class and compelling customer proposition for retailers to aspire too (Chopra, 2018). This was and 

still is viewed as the holy grail in retail to aspire to. Aware of the demand and need of our consumers 

Company X embarked on the journey of digital transformation in mid-2016 determined as one of the 

leading physical store operators to be the leading retail company moving their business model in the 

region to an omnichannel vision. The belief was this forward-thinking and transformation within our 

operations would drive market share opportunity, but also make us an attractive business partner 

proposition for new brands wishing to enter the Middle East market in the future. Taking this new 

business practice through introducing new online retail platforms and digital touchpoints across the 

business to complement traditional store-based retail chains to deliver an omnichannel customer 

experience was the dedicated vision of Company X.  

 

We were aware that as we navigated through this journey, we would face many challenges which 

would impact people, product, and processes within the organisation as they existed back then.  Being 

a store run business, Company X was a well-oiled machine when it came to running physical stores, 

however, launching websites and incorporating these into our ways of working was completely new. 

Whilst it was new for us, it was also new for the region so from a people perspective there was a 

need to go out and find talent from outside of the region as well as upskill our internal talent. We 

knew this would be a costly and timely process but something that was going to be necessary.  We 

also knew we were going to be reliant on key leaders and internal colleagues to be able to self-learn 

and develop an appetite for digital learning to understand omnichannel through the eyes of the 

business but most importantly through the eyes of the consumer. Interacting with employees through 

the change process was going to be key to make sure digital transformation continued to be a positive 

shift for them to deliver positive impacts to the consumer in the long run as well as to the bottom-

line financials. 

 

The biggest financial investment we were going to face was the technology infrastructure we would 

need to support the business change. For this aspect of digital transformation, we decided hiring 

consulting help to get the platforms in place to move forwards within defined timelines and project 

plans was probably going to be the best course of action to attack the transformation with pace. This 

technology plan did just that and by 2020 we had launched three online platforms, which were linked 
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to a physical store footprint as well as two platforms that were online-only models.  Our main fear 

and challenges would be the impact of this technology once in place concerning process and policies 

and how we understood from the customer if what we were doing was working or not. We had 

successfully been using Net Promoter Scoring (NPS) to understand customer feedback through our 

stores and we were keen to mirror this online to make sure we could get fast real feedback from 

customers who had started to shop with us on our new channel. Early signs from customer feedback, 

showed we had real work to do around our supply chain processes and delivery, which is still a 

consistent theme today.  As we continue to move forwards, the need to upscale to service our 

channels of demand, from pickers and packers of stock, through to delivery drivers is under constant 

review and we continue to be challenged in peak demand periods, even more so in such times as the 

recent pandemic.  The NPS system continues to highlight where we are getting things right in the 

customer's eyes and where we very much need to focus and improve.  

 

Historically, the global pricing of products was a factor in our business model, but it was not one of 

the most focused points of discussion until going online. Once your product pricing is out in the open 

on the internet, customers at their fingertips can price check and compare across the globe. Not only 

that, but many international online players also could deliver into the Middle East, so pricing became 

very quickly a hot topic. Historically, retailers have been able to sell high, justifying high price 

indexing through a lack of pricing transparency and store service levels (Baird, 2018). Digital retail 

does not allow for this view of product pricing and consumer price sensitivity has cut retailers' ability 

to gain short-term profit wins from price indexing have diminished. This also continues to impact 

our physical stores as customers expect to get the best price for the product whether they shop online 

or in-store.  Servicing multiple channels with stock priced correctly is also much more complex than 

just sending the stock to a physical store, which usually sits until it sells. In this new omnichannel 

world understanding the trends of buying between online, stores, and cross-channel purchases are 

hugely important to manage customer demand but also manage the companies cash stock investment.  

 

Today, studies still suggest that retailers should focus on digital transformation as a priority to 

maximise market share potential. Based on where we are, the challenges we face today, and my 

experiences so far, Company X has not moved into a state of digital transformation.  There is still a 

lack of understanding of how a full transition can be made and the digital maturity level of the 

company comprises of digitised elements with basic digital transformation strategies to support. 

There has of course been good progress. The business is trading many brands online where many 

other retailers in the region have been much slower to take the leap, which put Company X in a better 

position during COVID 19. However, we have fallen into the trap of digital transformation being 
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seen as technology-focused project, driven by consulting input rather than being organically 

developed and absorbed into the DNA of the company. The new business model within Company X 

has allowed for cross-functional working but it still does often feel like the digital channel of 

operation is siloed rather than part of the retail operation and that we are as a company delivering an 

experience with one view of the customer and their needs. This resulted in digital transformation still 

being aspirational, driving the research question outlined below. 

 

1.3 Research question 

 

How can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? 

 

1.4 Sub Research Questions 

 

• What can be learnt from the digitization experience of the last three years? 

• What strategies can and should be developed towards digital transformation? 

• How can these strategies be implemented? 

• What anticipated issues/challenges may be faced and how can they be addressed? 

• What can be learnt from the overall action research experience? 

 

1.5 Research Aim 

 

This research aims to deliver an action research-based framework for Company X to support their 

digital transformation journey.  This framework may have the potential to support other retailers in 

a similar situation, however, its primary concern is for Company X. 

 

1.6 Study Rationale 

 

The topic of Digital Transformation has been chosen for this study, due to its continued relevance 

and importance in the retail sector. It has become clear from an educational standpoint that the 

terminology of Digitisation and Digital Transformation for many is blurred and there is a lack of 

understanding on how to truly transform for maximum impact.  The objectives identified set out to 

clarify what strategies can and should be developed to assist in the digital transformation process and 

outline what potential challenges may be faced.  Utilising the PESTLE framework which stands for 

Political, Economic, Sociological, Technological, Legal and Environmental factors, Company X 

understood that competitive pressure to digitally transform would continue to dominate the retail 
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sector for the coming years.  The region was changing and becoming influenced by the United States 

and Europe in terms of not only retailing and shopping behaviour but also culture and lifestyle. Many 

businesses were looking to technology to advance their business models to compete in a very difficult 

economic climate but also drive sustainably for the future.  Even after four years of this journey 

Company X has managed to digitise elements of the business but still hasn’t been able to transform 

its business model fully. It is clear that retailers based in the Middle East aspire to be a dominating 

retail presence within the globe but are noticeably behind when it comes to online retailing. It cannot 

be ignored that the COVID-19 pandemic, hitting in 2020, has pushed digital transformation even 

more to the forefront of the retail sector, which is struggling to survive recent events. This has driven 

the Middle East, even more, to catch up so to speak, more driven on the need to survive over anything 

else but it is the focus on everyone’s agenda.  

 

I am interested in the topic, as for the last four years it has been the focus of my organisation and 

been a huge factor in how the business has had to evolve. Within the region, I have been lucky to be 

part of an organisation that did want to embark on a digital transformation journey, regardless of the 

successes or failures to date, I have been intrigued by how I have personally had to adapt as a leader 

to manage digital interruption in a part of the world where online retailing is in its infancy. Having 

worked in the United Kingdom previously, I never had the opportunity to truly understand the impact 

of digital transformation as my previous places of work were already much further into the digital 

journey than what I have experienced in the Middle East. I am excited and expect the outcome of 

this work to deliver actionable knowledge that not only helps my organisation but continues to drive 

my learning as an action researcher as well as a retail professional.  

 

A study of this nature is aimed to deliver actionable knowledge, on a very relevant problem affecting 

the retail sector in the Middle East. It is also important to note that there is vast literature available 

on western digital transformations within the retail sector but few publications that focus on the 

Middle East region itself. This lack of literature reiterates that the region is within digital 

transformation infancy and requires specific literature that supports growth within the region. 

Understanding existing literature available is important but there is also a need to understand digital 

transformation through an action-based lens of the company itself, facing challenges or barriers 

where existing literature may not fully explore because of regional differences, or an urgency based 

on the lack of peer-reviewed journals. 
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1.7 Research Approach  

 

The process of action research allows for an approach that allows for action to be taken. Creating 

theory and knowledge with the key differentiator to usual research being that there is action from the 

outcomes, not just theory (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014).  This approach grounded in a practice-based 

problem, supports that action research has moved research from an era of research to an era of 

evaluation of organisational quality improvement (Wadsworth, 2016). This process is incredibly 

attractive to organisations, as it allows for research focus through human inquiry. As the researcher 

is involved in the research process itself through the action research process, it allows for a deeper 

engagement of all stakeholders and aids to wipe out distinctions between outsider and insiders in the 

process (Greenwood & Levin, 2007) . 

 

Furthermore, the action-research process requires constant reflection during the research cycle.  It is 

essential that as well as the core research cycle of diagnosing, planning, and taking action, it is key 

that a second research cycle, which allows for reflection on the research cycle occurs (Coghlan & 

Brannick, 2014). It is only through reflection cycles and understanding the theory that has been built, 

can awareness and potential solutions that drive true action-based frameworks develop. This 

approach subsequently drives the process of learning for those involved and supports the continual 

new and evolving nature of digital transformation, where peer-reviewed journals are lacking. Even 

with a strong supply of peer journals, it is doubtful they will be focussed on the Middle East region, 

where retailing is very different to the UK and US where research materials are widely available.  

 

It is key to note that the research question of this study is exploratory. This requires a methodology 

that allows for probing and understanding rather than just measurement and generalisation. Hence, 

the research adopts a qualitative mixed-method methodology. This chosen method allows for probing 

into the human experience, thereby giving a more in-depth understanding of the phenomenon being 

studied through interviews and focus groups. The process of human inquiry is not just a way of 

generating academic knowledge but as a way of life professionally and personally which gives 

greater meaning to understanding worthwhile actions in human situations (Bradbury & Reason, 

2003). Personally, to be able to collaborate with colleagues and apply gathered knowledge as the 

study progresses has been an exciting journey for me and allowed for continued reflection and 

discussion as things have progressed. 

 

During this process, it was very important for me as the researcher to gain a greater understanding 

of perceptions, feelings, previous memories of the digital transformation process of Company X from 
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other colleagues. Whilst my perceptions are referenced in the study, it was constantly an important 

consideration to be aware of the role of bias and take clear actionable steps to approach this problem 

statement fairly.   Whilst methods of a quantitative nature, such as a survey to give a mixed-method 

approach were considered, access to a wider community of colleagues would have become more 

difficult to gain approvals for and provide confidentiality concerns for the organisation on which the 

study is based. This was also a driving factor in the sample size being restricted to twelve current 

employees and six external participants. Characteristics of the sample were of mixed gender, race, 

and age but also held seniority of Division Manager level and above. This decision was taken to drive 

openness and willingness to interact, where there is no impact based on the writer being of seniority 

to any participant.  

 

Analysing the data collected was always going to be extremely important to the success of the study. 

All the data gathered through the focus groups and interviews were transcribed so that comments can 

be re-arranged and grouped into themes that deliver main ideas. This was utilised to define direct 

quotes that support the main themes or ideas that come out of the data collection process. Through 

these themes, data collected has been discussed concerning previous studies and literature to derive 

the study findings. All in all, the data collection period was concluded within six months of 

commencement, with the study being completed within two and a half years. 

 

Company X was always supportive in their willingness to allow me to carry out my research but 

there was also a need for me to make sure that participants understood the basis of my research and 

felt comfortable to make informed decisions on if they could willingly take part. The company name 

is also anonymous securing their privacy. This is also true of the participants whose real names have 

not been disclosed. During the research journey, it was very important as an inside researcher that I 

continued to remain unbiased by the path the research took me on and continued to strive for 

directions based on a collaborative nature, rather than pushing a personal agenda. I was confident 

that this is something I would be able to do along with my responsibility for always monitoring the 

research from when the study commenced, displaying the personal characteristics of professional 

competence, credibility, integrity, and respect for my subject matter and participants. 

 

As Company X is a private business, financial performance is not disclosed during this thesis, but it 

is fair to say the financial performance has been challenged over the last few years. Investment for 

digital transformation, slowing sales in a downward trending economic climate followed by COVID-

19 have resulted in cost-cutting across the organisation.  Digital maturity has not been achieved but 

the foundations in place have supported the recent pandemic crisis better than others in the region. 
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Digital transformation in this region has brought additional complexities not faced by other parts of 

the world. The need for intricate logistics that support cash on delivery payment needs, reliance on 

courier networks due to the absence of a strong postal network, and lack of talent available in the 

region to name a few of the key differences Company X has seen during their digital journey. Even 

with these considerations, digital sales pre-pandemic was growing at a steady rate and had moved in 

2019 to a 3% share of the business.  Post pandemic in 2020 Company X now sees a 10% share of the 

business and it continues to grow, which is steady progress but still behind the retail markets in the 

UK and US where retail businesses see their digital share over 20% indicating a huge opportunity 

for action based research to drive this growth. It is widely recognised that online retailing will 

continue to be essential within the retail industry, be highly competitive and require deep 

understanding to succeed in a margin challenged environment, where scale of operation will be 

crucial to profitable success. 

 

1.8 Contribution of the Study  

 

Understanding how to effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation plays 

an important part in the retail sector today, impacting many organisations and many retail 

professionals. To fully understand complexities faced, the study needs to fully engage with Company 

X and its setting to understand its journey to date, challenges, and successes, so that along with 

action-based research and theory the study will drive future strategies to help move Company X from 

a state of digitisation to digital transformation. The contribution of this study focuses on the below 

key elements: 

 

• To solve a real-life practical work problem that is new and complex, faced by the writer’s 

organisation, making it truly action-based research  

• Addresses and clarifies the differences between digitisation and digital transformation where 

literature is vast but confusing for retailers 

• Builds on existing research to consider nuances of working and living in the Middle East, where 

the topic is under researched due to that current research is focused on developed countries such 

as the United Kingdom and the United States. 

• Proposes to develop a new framework/way of working to move things forward for the writer’s 

organisation and potentially others. 

 

Based on the above, the study identified areas of actionable knowledge and new theory on how to 

effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation 
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1.9 Summary 

 

To summarise, Chapter 1 presented an introduction to the topic of digital transformation as a key 

journey being faced across the retail sector as customer shopping behaviours change. Company X, a 

private retail franchise company based in the Middle East embarked on this transformation in 2017 

when physical store presence dominated a 97% sales share in comparison to the global picture at 

85%. Knowing this presented a huge growth opportunity, coupled with the rising demand from 

customers for an online presence, Company X knew that to be relevant and retain or grow market 

share they needed to move from purely being an experienced physical store operator to embedding 

online retailing into their business model. With this new purpose, Company X moved towards trying 

to achieve an omnichannel customer-centric vision, to deliver a seamless integration of a variety of 

channels for customers to fulfil their buying needs, driving a best in class and compelling customer 

proposition for retailers to aspire to (Chopra, 2018). The consensus of what was needed to give the 

customer the ability to shop seamlessly across stores or online was deemed as the number one 

strategic priority for Company X based on complete digital transformation. 

 

Further literature highlighted that the term digital transformation is often associated purely with the 

need to digitise using technology even though the process of digital transformation is much more 

than just that a technology problem. After much discussion on some of the key challenges faced by 

Company X around people, product, and process, it was highlighted that Company X had managed 

to attain a level of digitisation within their business driven by technology changes posed by 

consultants but had not been able to reach digital transformation. Company X had been able to launch 

online platforms and take steps forward into their existing operations, however, the challenges being 

faced were still holding them back and would need to be addressed to really embed online retailing 

throughout their organisation and most importantly protect the future of their business. Consequently, 

this drove the need to conduct an action-based research study to answer How can Company X 

effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? alongside the sub research 

questions stated in section 1.4. 

 

The study sets out to deliver an action research framework to support ways of working for Company 

X to be able to effectively transition from a form of digitisation to a complete digital transformation.  

Chapter 1 also highlighted, that through a qualitative approach, the study will discuss digitisation 

and digital transformation with other employees within the company through focus groups and 

interviews, in addition to the writer’s experiences to derive a balanced view of key themes and areas 

of focus for Company X within the transition journey. 
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This combined with existing literature, action research implementation, and reflection allows for a 

study that solves a real-life problem being faced today by building on existing research with specific 

reference to digital transformation in the Middle East, where a lack of research currently exists. This 

thesis continues with Chapter 2, which discusses the literature review addressing digitisation and 

digital transformation further; Chapter 3 covers the research methodology, which is followed by 

Chapter 4 which sets out my results and finally Chapter 5, discusses the results and draws conclusions 

on the research question of How can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to 

digital transformation? 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Digital Transformation 

 

As highlighted in Chapter 1, there is a need to deliver an action-based research study to answer How 

can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? This 

research aims to deliver an action research-based framework for Company X to support their digital 

transformation journey.  This framework may have the potential to support other retailers in a similar 

situation, however, its primary concern is for Company X. The study will determine the differing 

definitions of digital transformation and the concepts of digitisation and digitalisation which came 

before it to understand how research has arrived at the concept of digital transformation. It also 

focuses on the relevant concepts of strategy generation and implementation with regards to the digital 

transformation process, detailing the social construction of technology, emergent and agile 

approaches to business strategy, and change management within the digital transformation process. 

 

Before further discussion on digital transformation, it is important to discuss the social construction 

of technology concepts within existing literature.   Technology itself, can be broken into two key 

aspects: scope and role.  Technology scope focusses on the definition of the technology itself, 

whereas the role investigates the interaction between the technology and the organisation.  

Orlikowski (1992) expanded technology construct further and developed a new a new theoretical 

model to analyse deeper the interactions between technology and organisations. This resulted in the 

findings that both areas need to be considered, providing greater insights into the limits and 

opportunities of the development of technology combined with human choice and organisational 

design. This brought a new dimension to discussion on social constructs within technology and linked 

it to strategy generation, that could be implemented with an agile and emergent approach to 

technology-based problems. This work was cemented further through the study of Information 

Technology where the importance of the construct of technology and organisational relationships 

was further strengthened meaning digital transformation itself can be regarded as a social construct, 

through which alignment of business and information technology is crucial to maximise the 

development of an organisation's future business development (Stief et al. 2016). 

 

Digital Transformation 

 

Digital transformation can be distinguished from digitisation or digitalisation. Digitisation is the 

process of converting data from an analogue to a digital format (Bleicher & Stanley, 2016). This 

analogue-digital conversion leads to digitalisation, i.e., the sociotechnical phenomena and processes 
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of adopting and using these technologies in a broader individual, organisational and societal context 

(Legner et al. 2017). The emphasis on technology use and/or absorption is the essential element of 

both digitisation and digitalisation. Whilst, digital transformation, broadly speaking is a higher-level 

concept because it extends the definitional scope from technology or its use to integrating technology 

with creating value and organisational competitiveness.  Thus, meaning digitisation or digitalisation 

in this process mainly represent the tangible operationalisation mechanisms of digital transformation 

(Bockshecker et al. 2018).  

 

Digital transformation is variedly defined. Lucas et al. (2013) describes it as an approach, i.e., 

organisations fundamentally alter their ways of working by redefining their capabilities, processes, 

and relationships based on technology-driven approaches. Bharadwaj et al. (2013) define digital 

transformation as a strategy, i.e., using the digital resource to create added value to the organisation. 

Other scholars define digital transformation as a process, i.e., of transforming products and 

processes. (Hess et al. 2016; Westerman et al. 2014). Herbert (2017) extends this process-based view 

to regard digital transformation as a process of change.  The change here occurs at two different 

levels, in that, at one level, it involves the implementation of new technology into the organisations’ 

processes, and at another level, it involves behavioural and cultural implications for the organisation 

to be more adapting to the change itself.  

 

This study views digital transformation as a comprehensive construct. Digital transformation can be 

defined by more than just digital technology, digitisation, or digitalisation. The concept represents a 

technology-based strategy. A two-level strategy where it focuses on transforming the work process 

on one level and transforming the organisation on another level. The strategy itself needs to be 

wholeheartedly driven through the organisation because it has wider organisational impacts, driven 

for the organisation to be competitive. Digital transformation offers a huge opportunity that goes 

beyond the company itself but reaches individuals, industries, and society by opening the door to 

innovation and performance enhancement (Vial, 2019). Therefore, it is not considered a one-off 

strategy but an ever-evolving process of change to keep ahead of the ever-changing needs of the 

customer and technology advancement, which therefore needs continual research to allow for 

enhanced definitions and knowledge-based understanding to keep up with times.  Based on the 

above, digital transformation in this study is defined by myself as follows: 

 

“Digital transformation is a transition which is first and foremast a strategy that radically moves 

processes and business models forward, providing customers with easy access to products and 

services”. 
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2.2 Key Perspectives 

2.2.1 Technology 

 

Technology perspectives of digital transformation are widely discussed. Zhu et al. (2006) describe 

digital transformation innovation as being technology-enabled.  Lucas et al. (2013) stated that 

organisations are confronting disruptive technology every day, if they are unable to respond to 

innovators using new technology and processes, the organisation will suffer. Fitzgerald et al. (2013) 

acknowledged that reacting quickly to embrace new technology affects profitability, however, 

technology needs to be effectively managed to create a winning formula supported by employees 

and customers alike. Hess et al. (2016) highlighted that an organisation's attitude towards technology 

decisions often could be associated with its future technological ambition. Many organisations are 

faced with the dilemma of seeing technology to fulfil business needs or as a platform to market lead 

to technological advancement.  These perspectives differ in that Zhu et al. (2006) and Lucas et al. 

(2013) sees technology as the main strategy of digital transformation, to innovate and safeguard an 

organisation's future. Hess et al. (2016) perspective referred to the organisation’s technology need to 

be driven by an organisation's ambition to become more technology driven. Arguably, this could be 

supportive of Zhu et al. (2006) and Lucas et al. (2013) as if the organisation has future technological 

ambitions, then they do so to innovate and drive digital transformation.  Fitzgerald et al. (2013) 

expanded the perspective by introducing the need for technology to be accepted and supported by 

people, giving insight into the need for change management considerations and a wider scope, than 

just technology implementation alone. This consideration opens the discussion on the need for 

competencies to be integrated into the company alongside any new technological or strategic change 

as part of a change management scope. 

 

Technology can be described as important to the digital transformation process and the overall future 

innovations of an organisation. However, a technology-centric approach to digital transformation 

would result in limitations. This was acknowledged by Zhu et al. (2006) who stated that organisations 

need to decide if technology innovation is to adopt a more strategic cross-functional nature in order 

to strengthen its hold within the organisation. Fitzgerald et al. (2013) highlighted that most 

companies struggle to get benefit from new digital technologies as they lack the management and 

leadership skills, as well as experience to drive digital transformation through technology. Earlier 

studies identified that given the growing importance of technology, it should continue to facilitate 

the learning process for organisations and individuals but not dictate it. Cohen & Lippert (1999) 

further discussed that technology should not be avoided but it needs extensive circumspection, 

investigation, and application to facilitate positive advancements.  There is no denying that 
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technology is and always be important in the digital transformation process. New digital technologies 

will continue to emerge, and organisations will need to continue to adapt and incorporate them into 

their thinking, however, whilst this is key, overemphasis on this area will be at the cost of other 

important factors crucial to the digital transformation process. 

 

2.2.2 Business Strategy 

 

Business strategy is also commonly discussed in digital transformation. Schallmo et al. (2017) 

defined a business model or business strategy as the logic of a company that describes what benefits 

are provided to customers, employees, and partners.  Kane et al. (2015) stated that the true essence 

of digital transformation strategy lies in its aims and objectives about businesses having their focus 

on transforming the business.  Bharadwaj et al. (2013) highlighted that digital business strategy needs 

to be different from traditional IT strategies in that it needs a cross-functional approach. A view 

indicated by Hess et al. (2016) also, suggesting that organisations need to move beyond traditional 

Information Technology strategies and derive business strategies that address the use of technology, 

value creation, structural changes, and financial structure, which is much more complex.  Fitzgerald 

et al. (2013) stated that embracing digital technology and building business cases through cross-

functional understanding would allow for crucial success on the digital transformation journey.  

 

The highlighted perspectives on business strategy for digital transformation all have in common the 

need for digital transformation to have a wider cross-functional remit than just the technology 

perspective previously discussed. Kreutzer et al. (2017) stated that the move towards digital business 

is only achieved once the strategy runs through the whole business model and digital transformation 

should never be looked upon as either a tech or marketing project alone. Hinings et al. (2018) also 

determined that digital transformation comes from several digital innovations that bring about radical 

change to structures, practices, values, and beliefs that threaten, replace, or complement existing 

practice. 

 

Business strategy of an emergent and agile nature where business objectives are ever-changing 

supports the construct of digital transformation, where changes are constant in nature. The true 

essence in delivering this allows for the delivery of strategic pillars that derive how the provided 

benefits aim to create revenue and create value, through differentiation to their competitors and 

allowing for enhanced competitive advantage. When digital innovations lead to new business models 

these effects can be described as a radical altering contextual force. There is a need for such support 

functions, like marketing, buying, logistics, and many others to come together to derive a digital 
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transformation strategy that takes the core technology and creates added value across the business. 

Overall, business strategy is a key component for the success of digital transformation, which 

includes leveraging technology as one of the strategic pillars. Customer-driven added value is a well-

versed discussion in digital transformation.  Hess et al. (2016) stated that to truly create added value 

organisations need to drive better alignment to better the output.  Berman (2012) described the digital 

transformation process of allowing for the utilisation of digital technology to reshape customer value 

propositions. Sahu et al. (2018) stated that digital transformation has a key impact on customer 

experience which links to the overall competitiveness, profitability and ultimately the survival of an 

organisation whilst (Neeraj et al. 2018) suggested that digital transformation optimises operational 

processes intending to improve customer access and overall experience. The commonality is shared 

in these views, since creating value is of overall benefit to the customer and in time the organisation. 

With new technology, increased interaction with customers is possible and with companies under 

continued pressure to satisfy customer demand, it opens avenues to keep customers better informed 

allowing organisations to re-shape and re-model continually creating customer value (Berman, 

2012).  

 

2.2.3 Value Creation 

 

Creating value derives clear benefits in digital transformation.  New products and services through 

digital means, better and more information, added choice, new experiences, and maybe even better 

prices (Reddy & Reinartz, 2017).  Organisations do also need to be aware of potential downsides. 

The level and frequency of customer communications as not to deliver information overload which 

can turn a customer off from their products or services and negates the opportunity and understanding 

on how best to inform to truly add value to the customer and the business. This is where businesses 

struggle to find the right balance in my experience. There is a desire to flood customers with 

information just to showcase those communications are being sent.  Sahu et al. (2018) highlighted 

that many organisations lack the understanding of how to use digital strategies to improve customer 

experience and this continues to be a challenge today. Digital transformation is a complicated 

journey, with the need to manage new technology, customer behaviour and understand how best to 

utilise customer information but also understanding the importance of business strategy to drive 

organisational change and embrace digital transformation as a completely transformative process 

(Westerman & Bonnet, 2014). Reis et al. (2018) highlighted that digital transformation is influencing 

all aspects of people’s lives through enhancing experience which itself, requires customers to achieve 

new learnings and new skillsets to adapt to the digital era and capitalise from all the new touchpoints 

they can access. Creating value for the end consumer is an essential focus for any organisation, which 
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needs to be a key business strategic pillar alongside technology to drive digital transformation 

successfully. 

 

2.2.4 Employee Engagement 

 

Employee engagement in the digital transformation process is also a key business strategy discussion 

topic, which highlights the need for strong change management.  Nazir & Islam (2017) indicated that 

for the business going through change, employee engagement grounded by organisational support 

would positively relate to better employee performance and therefore organisational success. Based 

on this, for digital transformation to advance in maturity from just digitalisation, organisations would 

need to combine culture, learning, and leadership with clear strategic objectives. Fitzgerald et al. 

(2013) attributed strong leadership, driven by a clear vision to articulate to employees and rally 

around, as the ultimate road map to transform an organisation fully digitally.  Kane et al. (2015) 

acknowledged that technology had historically been the focus of companies focusing on digital 

change, however, with the absence of knowledge management and leadership, many organisations 

failed due to the inability to change mindsets and build cultures that fostered change.  Evans (2019) 

discussed that it takes talented people to execute the right strategy and if they aren’t equipped with 

the right skills, culture, and change management, digital transformation will likely fail.  The 

highlighted perspectives share the view on the importance of the role employees must play in the 

overarching digital transformation process. Change is not easy for humans and companies and can 

result in difficulties, especially when employee mindset is not in support of the digital transformation 

strategy (Tekic & Koroteev, 2019). 

 

2.2.5 Change Management 

 

Dealing with changes on such a scale as digital transformation can be a difficult process for 

organisations and leaders.  Often when the strategy is technology-driven and positive results are 

driven through this singular purpose, it is seen as the digital transformation itself and affects the 

mindset of employees for future steps. Ford & Ford (2010) highlighted that change failure usually 

occurs based on overreaching, insufficient communication, and the failure to execute plans. The real 

challenge to overcome barriers comes from working with people’s objections, concerns, and fear to 

continue to move change forwards smoothly. Change management must be set as a strategic pillar 

need so that change planning and implementation can be made smarter, faster, cheaper, and 

successful in combating resistance to an organisation's overall strategic direction (Ford & Ford, 

2010).  Digital transformation is reliant upon the involvement and support of the full organisation 
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and therefore employee engagement through change management also needs to be part of the 

overarching digital transformation strategy. 

 

2.2.6 Perspective Summary 

 

Overall, digital transformation requires a business strategy, that focuses on three key pillars: 

Technology, Customer, and Employees. As a reminder, digital transformation was defined as; a 

transition that is first and foremost a strategy that radically moves processes and business models 

forward, providing customers with access to products and services at the touch of their fingertips. 

As the definition suggests, digital transformation cannot be attributed to one key thing. It is a strategy 

that is delivered through understanding, transforming, and executing the needs of the organisation 

and its people to create value for the end consumer.  Each pillar identified is key and there is not one 

area more important than the other, but all require key strategic initiatives to answer the research 

question of How can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital 

transformation?  

 

In terms of this research,  the perspectives discussed provide insight into how it is important to break 

down How Company X would achieve the goal of digital transformation from digitisation. Given the 

key perspectives highlighted have focussed on business strategy, technology and people, Company 

X will need to build strategies to understand how they will tackle each of them with regards to digital 

transformation, to move the organisation through a transition of digital change. Further perspectives 

and strategies, exploring how these focus areas link together are expected to be discussed in future 

sections of the study, as they are considered not to be stand-alone focuses but have dependencies 

upon each other to drive digital transformation. The next section will focus on the key debates of 

discussion on digital transformation. 
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2.3 Key Debates 

2.3.1 Business Strategy or Change Management Process? 

 

There have been multiples debates regarding digital transformation. The first debate is whether a 

digital transformation is a business strategy or a change management process. Warner & Wagner 

(2019) emphasised the term “transformation” over “change” as digital transformation considers a 

comprehensive list of actions that are required to be taken to exploit opportunities, which goes 

beyond the functional thinking of change. Vey et al. (2017) discussed that as trends and competition 

become more unpredictable, it is harder for organisations to have real strategic influence on their 

course of action and need to become more reactive to change around them. This may not be the 

easiest for organisations, where the culture and structure may not be built to be agile and there needs 

to be an understanding that true change may need more than a facelift, true authenticity is required.  

Singh & Hess (2017) introduced the need for organisations to bring in talent more dedicated to 

change management process to lead digital transformation.  

 

Many companies rely on the role of Chief Information Officer in the delivery of digital 

transformation; however, many CIOs were lacking the experience to drive digital transformation.   

Hess et al. (2016) discussed that companies have started to introduce the new C-Suite role of Chief 

Digital Officers given the need for a deeper level of focus on digital transformation strategies 

incorporating strong change management. Organisations are looking for leaders that do take on the 

strategical aspects of digital transformation but pay the same level of focus to the communicational 

aspects of digital transformation, countering cultural resistance in their companies as spokespersons 

and leaders of change.  Hunter (2011) highlighted that the role of the CIO should mean being the 

bridge between the activities of the information technology unit of the business and the goals and 

objectives of the organisation, in which communication is the key ingredient.  Tasked with creating 

a shared domain knowledge and recognising that information and the technology that it provides will 

be key to organisational change. Kitsios & Kamariotou (2018) describe the CIOs role as responsible 

for strategic information systems planning, which follows several phases. Firstly, strategic awareness 

identifies the key planning issues and objectives facing the organisation. Secondly, situation analysis 

analyses the current business and organisational systems, internal and external IT environments. 

Thirdly, strategy conception, which derives opportunities for improvements and definition of high-

level strategies most suited to the business needs and objectives, inclusive of future technological 

needs. Fourth, strategy formulation, where the strategies devised at conception are debated and 

reviewed to align with top management to ultimately take one forward to implementation. It is in the 

final stage of implementation, that the concept of change management is introduced as the decided 
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upon strategy is evaluated and considered as a need to support the implementation process. Based on 

this understanding, this study considers the process of digital transformation as first and foremost a 

strategic journey but requires change processes as part of the delivery. 

 

2.3.2 End State or Continuous? 

 

A further debate is whether a digital transformation is an end state or a continuous process of 

improvement. Schwerner (2017) stated that digital transformation is a new phenomenon, and as it is 

linked to new emergent technologies and changes to customer behaviour and trends, no organisation 

can be considered as at the end state of maturity. Rader (2019) stated that often organisations aim for 

“Digital Maturity” where many make the mistake of considering this term as an end state where it is 

the need to continue to apply digital technologies as they arise to assert creativities and innovate new 

business models to continue to grow and evolve. Kane (2019) defined digital maturity as an aligning 

of organisations, culture, structure, and tasks to build upon technological infrastructure inside and 

outside of the organisation. The term digital transformation lends itself to the achievement of an end 

state perspective, however, as digital transformation is reliant on digital maturity, organisations 

continually need to adapt to a fast-moving and continuously changing environment.  Alternatively, 

Leipzeg et al. (2017) attributed the end-state digital transformation to completing five levels of digital 

maturity.  Level one describes companies who were “unaware” and at this point had no strategy for 

digital transformation.  The next level of “conceptualisation” describes organisations that offer a few 

digital products but still without a digital transformation strategy.  A “defined” level talks to 

organisations that have carried out pilot and trial activities to form partial strategies for 

implementation.  Leipzeg et al. (2017) stated at this level, understanding the profitability of the partial 

strategies and learning from the defined level allows for organisations to define a clear digital 

transformation strategy and reach an “integrated” status of digital maturity. This study identifies the 

digital maturity process as being viewed across all five levels at different times, within different 

projects running across the organisation. Overall, digital maturity can be identified based on the 

impact of these initiatives over time. Once the digital transformation has been implemented across 

all products and business processes, then an organisation can be classed as “transformed” and have 

reached the end state of digital transformation, however, digital maturity can still be ongoing. 

 

2.3.3 Internal or Externally Driven? 

 

Should digital transformation be driven internally by the organisation or by external parties is another 

key debate. Verhoef et al. (2021) referenced a recent study, which indicated that 75% of executives 
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believed that their competitive advantage was not achieved internally but by the strength of their 

wider external network that they choose to work with. Verhoef et al. (2021) found that the more 

capable organisations are better in attracting, engaging a network of stakeholders such as customers, 

suppliers, and third parties to add the value required in the digital transformation process. Henriette 

et al. (2016) suggested that customers today are not only more demanding but are also more “digital 

savvy” and have a deep knowledge of new technologies as well as the drive to share experiences 

through social media. Thus, being said, organisations are required to be aware of these external 

expectations and adapt quickly to build relevant digital transformation strategies. Henriette et al. 

(2016) also demonstrated in equal measure the importance of internal users in driving digital 

transformation. In most cases, internal employees are often a step ahead of their company in the 

adoption of the latest technology innovations (Henriette et al. 2016).  Kane (2019) attributes digital 

transformation success as being internally people focused. Shifting mindsets of the employee, 

leadership, and organisation allow for a cultural change, which shifts an organisation to be more 

agile, experimental, risk-aware, and essentially more collaborative. Kreutzer et al. (2017) supported 

this view in that the more an organisation has internalized the need for digital transformation, the 

greater the chance of success. Whilst the views of the customer, third parties and suppliers are all 

important and valid, if the internal stakeholders of an organisation are not on board with the strategy, 

more barriers will have to be overcome. Kreutzer et al. (2017) highlighted that to be leaders in a 

digital world, organisations need to constantly question processes internally and make sure actions 

are following the organisation's vision which incorporates both internal and external factors, both of 

which will constantly change and need continuous discussion for adaptive needs. 

 

2.3.4 Borrowed or Organic Process? 

 

The implementation of digital transformation is debated as either a borrowed or organic process.  

Gobble (2018) stated that a digital transformation isn’t organic, It is rarely embarked on without a 

planned road map of the process, stemming from borrowed experiences. What is organic, however, 

is the learnings gained going through the journey which borrowed processes will need to be adapted 

to until a level of digital maturity is reached (Kane et al. 2015).  Kreutzer et al. (2017) highlight that 

organisation today expect to be able to implement digital transformation based on adjustments of 

existing solutions rather than the need to redesign business models, however, value creation and 

processes specific to that organisation still need to be questioned to meet requirements of both 

internal and external parties.  Borrowed or organic also is linked closely while debating if digital 

transformation is a planned or an emergent process.  Margiono (2020) stressed that often hostile 

environments have resulted in the emergence of digital entrants to the market, very true of the recent 
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COVID-19 pandemic and digital market leaders such as Netflix. This forced reactiveness 

immediately allows organisations to place themselves with emerging competitors and often sets aside 

traditional ways of working or planned to essentially race to market. Ironically, this emergent 

process, allows organisations to develop enough digital resources organically and even eradicate the 

need for the organisation’s traditional operations (Margiono, 2020). Kreutzer et al. (2017) 

acknowledged that digital transformation is planned, however, for the role of the leader of an 

organisation to be visionary, there will always be imagination that derives unplanned strategic 

aspects. Strategies are therefore always planned but can be reshaped over time and learnings and 

allow for visionary leaders to drive dramatic changes in environments of high uncertainty while 

setting a strong focus on emerging trends to drive growth. 

 

2.3.5 Summary of Key Debates 

 

This study considers that above all digital transformation is a strategy that encompasses the need for 

strong change management principles. It is a strategy that requires a continuous process of 

improvement to allow for organisations to remain competitive based on the ever-changing need of 

the customer.  The strategy itself should be driven by the organisation and its employees, but external 

learnings are needed to shape and design the execution through a strategic roadmap.  This study also 

considers that each organisation will have its emergent journey through the digital transformation 

process, which likely will have incorporated many elements of the borrowed process.  Whilst digital 

maturity has been referred to as an end state, this study considers digital maturity as an ongoing 

process, continuing to adapt to new trends, behaviours, and visionary leadership. For most, the 

journey will be that of one which was heavily planned but it can also be driven through unplanned 

reactions to market conditions, regardless, through-out the process organisations will have had to 

adapt to emergent issues and trends as they arise supporting that digital transformation is a continuous 

state of transformation. 

 

The debates discussed in this study focus on the most prominent strategic discussions within digital 

transformation right now, however, the field is continually evolving at an incredible pace. Debates 

around what kind of technology being used for digital transformation and how to manage digital 

data, are also very prominent debates and should be explored upon actual implementations carefully. 

These choices in the physical application and system integrations, will play an important role in How 

can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? and also 

need careful consideration.   
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2.4 Themes Identified 

 

From the key perspectives and key debates discussed, this study has identified that an organisation’s 

ambition to digital change is a key theme. Albeit any of the perspectives or debates, they all have in 

common that the path followed will be driven by the organisations ambition. This ambition, set out 

the outset of digital transformation will drive the need for organisations to ask themselves what 

digital transformation looks like for them. By answering this and having a vision of what that may 

look like, then elements of the perspectives and debates discussed will find their place in their overall 

digital transformation journey.  

 

Ambition will drive the business strategy; the approach on execution and the attitude of the 

colleagues within the organisation and how they respond to the company’s vision should complement 

to move forward as one unit. As the field has evolved over time, so have the digital transformation 

requirements, ultimately driven from different digital consumer demand and technologies which play 

a key role in triggering transformation (Ismail et al. 2017). With this evolving scope of change, 

technology, operations and change management practice also have to evolve with it. What is 

consistent in this study, along with the majority of other qualitative works, is that digital 

transformation involves both operational and human themes to strategies and frameworks, regardless 

of the industry being studied that require constant reflection and discussion to make sure operational 

and people aspects are a key consideration to any digital transformation process. 

 

2.5 Strategy 

 
A strategy is defined as a plan of actions that someone uses to achieve goals or objectives 

(Athapaththu, 2016). Within a business context, a strategy is needed to make everyone within the 

organisation work towards the same goal to satisfy the organisation's existence and continued 

progress. Often strategic road maps are drawn up to give a direction of where a business needs to 

move to in the next five to ten years, which then allows for other branch strategies to form within the 

overall business strategy. This study considers digital transformation as one of those strategic 

branches. Three main strategies specifically that have been associated with digital transformation 

have been identified; IT Strategy; Digital Business Strategy and Digital Transformation Strategy.  

Matt et al. (2015) stated that there are various concepts of IT strategies, but they focus predominantly 

on managing IT requirements and infrastructure, rather than driving business innovation.  Bharadwaj 

et al. (2013) described digital business strategy as going beyond the traditional IT strategies and 

formulating organisational strategy by leveraging digital resources to create added value. This moves 
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the IT strategy into a function within the organisation that recognizes the needs of the business, going 

beyond systems and technologies. Matt et al. (2015) further explained that digital transformation 

strategy is the coordination, prioritisation, and implementation of taking an organisation from a pre-

digital position to a long-term objective of achieving the desired future state of digital transformation. 

IT strategy and Digital Business Strategy are important; however, they are not complete solutions to 

digital transformation.  They focus on digital technology first and foremost, hence this thesis focuses 

on Digital Transformation Strategies which encompasses change out with just technology-based 

approaches. 

 

Digital transformation strategies may have several dimensions and aspects.  Ismail et al. (2017) focus 

on three organisational dimensions; based on external; internal and holistic aspects. Hess et al. (2016) 

focuses on four key dimensions of digital transformation; use of technology; changes in value 

creation; structural changes and financial considerations. Ismail et al. (2017) explain that external, 

internal, and holistic aspects allow for digital transformation to focus on the needs of customers 

(external); tackling business operations, ways of working, as is structures and decision making 

(internal); and understanding that large change within the organisation will require entirely new 

business models (holistic).  Hess et al. (2016) described the process of digital transformation strategy 

as the need for alignment on four key dimensions of implementation; use of technology; changes in 

value creation; structural changes and financial considerations, all of which would support the need 

for focus on internal, external, and holistic firm dimensions (Ismail et al. 2017). Hess et al. (2016) 

believed that addressing these four aspects, would allow businesses to assess their current capabilities 

and allow for a framework to be developed to implement digital transformation. Ismail et al. (2017) 

describe digital transformation strategy as being able to be broken down in a managerial perspective 

into two further strategies.  Organisations can address internal, external, and holistic dimensions by 

focusing on a customer engagement strategy or through a digital solutions strategy. The difference 

being that a customer engagement strategy will focus on what elements of the business need to 

change to offer a superior, innovative, and integrated customer experience, or a digital solutions-

based strategy will reformulate an organisation's value proposition to integrate products, data, and 

services for the customer. 

 

In Summary, a digital transformation strategy is likely to be a combination of the views shared by 

(Hess et al. 2016; Ismail et al. 2017). The key understanding is that digital transformation strategy 

involves external, internal, and holistic aspects which may require different considerations and 

aspects dependent on how digital transformed the individual company is or what emphasis they 

choose to put on certain aspects of digital transformation.  At the end of the day, companies are going 
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to weight their focus based on their visions and aspirations, however, they should be mindful that a 

balance needs to be sought between external, internal, and holistic dimensions to deliver a well-

balanced transformation understanding that digital transformation is demanding as well as ever 

changing. The ever changing practice and pace, sediments the need for action and reflection 

continually to drive the latest digital transformation strategies to be relative. Therefore, this study 

views digital transformation strategy as essentially needing to continually focus on business models, 

which incorporate new digital technologies that enhance customer experience, business operations 

that derive enhanced performance and competitive edge, driven by employees and colleagues who 

through talent, learning, and skill drive digital transformation throughout the organisation. 

 

2.6 Digital Transformation: Implementation 

 

Customer experience is vital to digital transformation. Enhancing the customer experience in the 

implementation needs to focus on business models, which incorporate new digital technologies, but 

most importantly create added value to the customer. Value creation is something that is key to digital 

transformation success, through the re-shaping of customer value proposition and transforming 

organisational operations to be inclusive of digital technology (Berman, 2012). It is fair to conclude 

that most retail organisations today have a level of digital information or operating capacities, 

however, they need to understand their key objectives, industry context, competition, and customer 

expectations first to build a strategy and path that creates value that is needed. Vial (2019) gave the 

example of Netflix as an organisation that utilised digital technology to transform its business model 

from delivering physical DVDs to customers to now operating the largest global streaming content 

site, where digital technology was used to add value to its end consumer in a meaningful way. It is 

hard to imagine today the thought of a physical DVD coming through your post box! This indicates 

how the value creation process is re-iterative and never stops but is heavily reliant on an organisation 

understanding their customer, what they want and what is key for the organisation to deliver to keep 

these customers loyal but also attract new customers.  To build an enhanced customer experience, 

organisations would need to decide what technology and digital aspects would be needed.  Bharadwaj 

et al. (2013) stated that the need for alignment on IT and business strategies to critically determine a 

digital business strategy for the organisation is required to get all parties “on the same page”. It has 

been identified that organisations who do not spend time critically evaluating how they align these 

strategies, often focus on technology as the overarching important facet of digital transformation, 

which negates the importance of the strategic approach and essentially what is required to create 

value to the organisation (Hess et al. 2016). 
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Another important aspect of digital transformation implementation is to creating people champions 

to drive the digital transformation strategy and vision across the business.  Hess & Singh (2017) 

stated that until recently, many organisations expected the digital strategy transformation to be 

implemented by Chief Information Officers, who are primarily responsible for technology. As time 

and understanding has progressed, this view has changed with Chief Executive Officers taking on 

more of the responsibility themselves or by the creation of a Chief Digital Officer role.  Hess & Sigh 

(2017) described this role as a role that could drive a digitally empowered and customer-driven 

organisation, bringing internal, external, and holistic dimensions together. Regardless of if 

organisations decide to bring in a Chief Digital Officer role or not, Sebastian et al. (2017) described 

the need for organisations to define a clear vision for the digital state they wish to transform too.  

Fitzgerald et al. (2013) highlighted that many organisations when it comes to the implementation of 

digital strategy are hampered by a lack of vision, culture, urgency, and organisational constraints to 

deliver digital transformation. Westerman & McAfee (2014) stated that while it is more than 

acceptable to form ideas from an organisation workforce, the reality of implementation will be driven 

by a top-down approach and there will be a need for a vision from leadership. Digital transformation 

is usually successful when the entire business aligns around a vision set out by leadership (Fitzgerald 

et al. 2013).  

 

Engaging and enhancing the skills of staff through change management to deliver the digital strategy 

vision is also key to digital transformation. Whilst a vision may be set out by leadership, leadership 

studies have also introduced the concept of complex leadership, whereby for effective organisational 

change to occur, generation of insights of many people trying to improve is key to a vision taking 

hold (Schneider & Somers, 2006).  As well as this, digital transformation needs to equip people with 

the necessary skills and talent to be able to drive the latest digital trends through the organisation and 

into the reach of their customers (Kane et al. 2015). Understanding organisational change cannot be 

separate from organisational strategy or in this study's case, digital transformation strategy is a key 

focus and skill required for many leaders within the organisation. Todnem (2005) highlighted that as 

technological innovation hits organisations at an ever-changing rapid pace, a primary focus for 

organisations is the leadership of organisational change. Kreutzer et al. (2017) supported this view 

and described the digital transformation as requiring action to align an entire company through 

systematic change management.  It was highlighted that this process needs to start internally first, 

through the organisation workforce, then through structure and process. It is only once the change is 

firmly believed and exists within the business's hearts and minds; results of the transformation are 

ready to be shared with the outside world (Kreutzer et al. 2017). 
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In Summary, the literature highlights the need to focus on both customers and employees during the 

complex process of digital transformation implementations. The transformed state needs to deliver 

enhanced experiences for an organisations customer; leaders need to be clear on the vision and lead 

change as a priority over systems and processes.  Implementations that do not address the need for 

customer focussed priorities, an aligned vision across the organisation, and change management 

practice will likely fail. Therefore, this study considers implementations lacking in people-focused 

strategy as being unable to deliver digital transformation strategy successfully. The need for further 

research on the digital transformation process is clear, with regards to added customer value, 

employee engagement, overall change management process and if new forms of leadership are 

required to support a successful implementation. 

 

2.7 Implementation – Challenges 

 

Several barriers and challenges to digital transformation have been identified, which can be grouped 

into vision and approach: change management, and financial challenges. Lack of vision and approach 

is one of the most common barriers organisations face. It is key for organisations to keep firm to their 

outlined vision for digital maturity, which needs to be a 360 vision of what the organisation needs to 

become. From the existing literature, disadvantages occur when strategies are narrow of scope and 

do not take a cross-functional approach.  Hess et al. (2016) describe in many cases a complete lack 

of vision concerning the organisation's business model, operations, and structure is found due to the 

complete focus on the technology itself.  For those who continue to think IT strategy is enough, it is 

simply not enough given that IT strategies focus on technology by focussing primarily on IT 

infrastructure and IT application systems. They lack the 360 focuses of a vision that lives and 

breathes throughout the organisation for digital transformation to take hold. Fitzgerald et al. (2013) 

highlighted that where leaders shared a comprehensive vision from the top, 93% of employees felt 

that digital transformation was the right thing for their company to do, illustrating its importance. 

Westerman & McAfee (2014) indicated that organisations that are successful with digital 

transformation, have a combination of a transformative vision, an approach with careful governance, 

people engagement, and enough investment to see the transformation through. This would indicate 

that this type of transformation requires a 360 engagement level across an organisation. It is not a 

one off project that is delivered but a strategic direction which will continually need to adapt, making 

it more complex than other transformations usually have an end state.  A vision without engagement 

results in a lack of digital culture that will inhibit change and lack of knowledge that is required to 

drive competitive advantage and continual advancement in the digital transformation landscape. 
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Digital transformation adoption can also be impacted by a lack of urgency within an organisation to 

move forwards with the identified vision.  Fitzgerald et al. (2013) found that forty per cent of survey 

respondents cited a lack of urgency as the main barrier to successfully implementing digital 

transformation. This was attributed to two reasons; organisations with a history of success found it 

harder to change and the further through the organisation, the lesser the engagement in the digital 

transformation agenda. An organisation's resistance to diminish a successful core business for 

something new and lack of urgency can also come from the financial impacts of digital 

transformation which may dictate the pace of progress (Matt et al. 2015; Hess et al. 2016). If core 

businesses continue to be profitable then the urgency to embark on new ventures may be seen as less 

of a priority from key stakeholders.  Ismail et al. (2017) also indicated it is this lack of urgency, that 

impacts the communication of the organisation's vision and allows for a change in the company 

culture to integrate digital transformation. The lack of vision and lack of urgency is linked as root 

causes of poor digital transformation. Organisations need to prioritise the promotion of their vision 

to the organisation but need to do their due diligence first, to understand that they are financially 

ready to progress.  This will allow for a vision to be shared with an urgency to execute to avoid the 

risk of different understandings of priority between the organisational levels. 

 

Digital transformation is often hindered by the lack of focus given to change management during the 

process. Von Leipzig et al. (2017) indicated that problems arise when organisations branch into 

change without clear strategies or vision as discussed previously but also when these visions lack the 

leadership required to reach their goals. Lack of leadership often leads employee disengagement in 

the overall digital transformation strategy. Fitzgerald et al. (2013) explain further that many 

organisations are unable to develop managerial and technological skills to deliver digital 

transformation strategy, posing from leadership misgivings, where a lack of urgency, vision, 

direction, legacy technology pain points and a general culture of resistance to change.  Through the 

process, there may be a need to implement changes to company structures and job roles.  These 

changes could come in the form of structure redesign, re-deployment, or even role removal in some 

cases. Vial (2019) highlighted that these sorts of changes or not always positively received but 

necessary for the business to move forwards. Gupta (2018) suggests that the lack of new digital 

leaders and adaptive leadership styles within an organisation can have a huge bearing on the digital 

transformation process. With a vision set, it is key that leaders play their part in driving commitment 

towards the transformation process and without this, the vision will lose credibility.  With all these 

potential internal changes, the need for an overall focus on a change management strategy is required 

to align the workforce to the new business objectives and understand why the changes are taking 

place. Todnem (2005) defined the process of change management as a process that continually 
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renews based on organisational strategy, structure, and capability to satisfy internal and external 

customers, whose needs will also continually change.  

 

Digital transformation results in some current skills becoming obsolete and the need for new skills 

to be learned within the workplace. Kreutzer et al. (2017) described the need for digital leaders to be 

able to take existing practices and processes within an organisation and repurpose and innovate them 

to meet the business models required to drive the digital transformation vision. As well as repurpose 

them, there is a need to communicate them, re-iteratively test them, and verify their value to the 

organisation. Rader (2019) explained that for employees in a digitally mature organisation, skill 

development comes from the need for employees to work on new projects and roles to support the 

overall vision. Where the challenge comes is when employers do not bring employees on the journey 

with them. Employees feel their skills are under-valued and the employee often feel a strong need to 

keep their skills up to date (Rader, 2019). Berman (2012) indicated that if organisations do not 

embrace the need in the digital age to acquire new skills and deliver new business models, they will 

fail in ultimately delivering the consumer what they want and fall to the competition around them. 

Fitzgerald et al. (2013) did suggest that learning new skills and embracing change, in general, may 

be more difficult for older employees.  Fitzgerald et al. (2013) also stated that there is a perception 

that older workers are more averse to new technology and dealing with technology change. With this 

perception in the workplace, older leaders and employees need to be aware so they can showcase 

they can adapt, when necessary and also make digital transformation occur. Fuchs et al. (2019) 

suggest that for large scale digital transformations to take place in an agile manner, managers need 

to have the flexibility to follow an experimental transformation approach, to allow them to 

continually evaluate barriers faced and provide quick reactions to challenges faced. 

 

Financial aspects can also be a barrier to digital transformation. It is well known digital 

transformation can be a costly process and financing can be challenging for any organisation. Hess 

et al. (2016) state that organisations need to understand and assess the financial pressure on their 

current business before embarking on digital transformation. Reddy & Reinartz (2017) stated that 

although in the long run, digital transformation is expected to be a greater cost-benefit, the change 

does come with cost and risk attached, not always planned. Kreutzer (2017) found that 43% of 

managers when surveyed saw digital transformation as a cost-cutting initiative for the organisation, 

ahead of revenue-driving.  Reddy & Reinartz (2017) emphasis that cost reduction purposes or 

ambitions for digital transformation are unfounded, and servicing customers in this way generates 

unplanned costs. These costs when understanding profit margins, usually do not consider how much 

time a customer spends talking to a call centre agent, new documentation required for a new channel, 
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or frequency of customer visits to offset the total cost incurred. Morakanyane et al. (2017) however 

highlighted those organisations when adding value stand to gain through cost-saving realisation, 

usually through the transformation of operational practices that will be realised in the longer term 

through increased customer loyalty and scale of operations. Schallmo et al. (2017) argue that this is 

more cost-saving based on business process re-engineering over digital transformation strategy, but 

organisations must understand the financial impact of their set out vision to make sure it is viable. 

As highlighted previously, if organisations are not in a place to financially execute a digital 

transformation strategy, this is usually perceived as a lack of urgency or commitment to the vision 

outlined. Therefore, organisations need to make sure that the financial benefits in the long run of 

digital transformation are well understood across the business as well as the revenue opportunities 

for the business it is planned to generate. 

 

In Summary, it is clear from the literature that several barriers to digital transformation exist, and 

different organisations will encounter different levels of resistance, mainly from within the 

organisation itself due to its complex nature. It remains to be seen which barriers will be relevant to 

this study and Company X, but the literature suggests that outlining a vision that leaders engage in 

and commit towards with urgency is key to driving a change management culture through the 

organisation. The whole organisation needs to understand the vision and why the business is moving 

in that direction. Understanding the impact of the transition on colleagues’ roles is crucial and 

equipping them with the skills and learning they need to become digitally savvy is also required to 

engage and combat resistance to the changes occurring. While the cost of digital transformation can 

be foreseen as a cost-saving benefit for the future, organisations need to understand the financial 

health of their current business and what is required to implement a sustainable way. This study 

understands that digital transformation doesn’t come without challenge, even organisations with the 

most well planned out strategies will encounter challenges along the way. Therefore, this study 

understands, it is essential for any digital transformation process, that organisations have a clear 

vision, and they are in tune with employee engagement in the digital transformation process. All 

employees regardless of role or age, need to feel part of the process and embraced in the learning 

culture of new skills. It is also imperative that the vision laid out for the organisation is within reach 

of its financial constraints, to make the vision execution viable in the first place at a pace that is 

reasonable, which drives urgency with realism. As well as this, it is key for this comprehensive study 

to identify and discuss any barriers to implementation which may pertain to the Middle East 

specifically which differ or are in addition to those identified from the literature review. 
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2.8 Empirical Literature on Digital Transformation 

 

Developed countries of the US, Europe, and the United Kingdom form most of the current literature 

on digital transformation. Understanding digital transformation and its current form created some 

varied opinions. Berman (2012) broad review of the literature and utilised data from the IBM Institute 

for Business Value Analysis, highlighted the focus on what organisations needed to undertake in 

their digital transformations, finding that every industry is under pressure to change, and every 

organisation needs to have a plan in place to overcome the challenge of optimising both physical and 

digital elements by implementing new business models based on customer demand.  Schwertner 

(2017) broadly introduced some opportunities that existing literature represented through changes 

associated with the application of digital technology in all aspects of business in the EU. A survey 

found that an organisation’s level of digital maturity confirms its readiness for digital business 

transformation but there are adoption challenges associated with cloud, mobile, social, and big data 

initiatives.  

 

Primary risks preventing their wider adoption from the survey were highlighted as data security 

issues, lack of interoperability with existing IT systems, and lack of control.  Henriette et al. (2016) 

conducted a qualitative study to better understand the stakes and impacts of the digital transformation 

of businesses in France. Through semi-structured interviews face-to-face with three senior 

consultants in digital transformation, the study indicated that digitalisation represents strategic, 

organisational, and cultural stakes for the company and requires the commitment and involvement 

of top management.  Schallmo et al. (2017) clarified the definition of digital transformation and 

introduced a structured approach to digital transformation with phases, activities, and results, 

introducing digital transformation strategy to the discussion. The main findings were that although 

digital transformation is a widely known concept, an approach for the structured digital 

transformation of business models is missing from existing literature and needs further exploration.  

Vial (2019) indicated that extant literature has increased our understanding of specific aspects of 

digital transformation, however, there is still a lack of a comprehensive portrait of its nature and 

implications. The literature inductively builds a framework of digital transformation articulated 

across eight building blocks. The framework foregrounds digital transformation as a process where 

digital technologies create disruptions triggering strategic responses from organisations.  In turn, they 

seek to alter their value creation paths while managing the structural changes and organisational 

barriers that affect the positive and negative outcomes of this process. This paper moves the 

discussion forwards, introducing the concept of a framework to deliver a digital transformation 

strategy. As well as the eight building blocks to support digital transformation adoption, it proposes 
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that there is a need for further research into examining the role of dynamic capabilities as well as 

accounting for ethical issues in the digital transformation process. 

 

Digital transformation adoption and the opportunities it creates in papers started to become more 

relevant to my research.  Kane (2019) focussed on how digital transformation happens: how 

companies go from being traditional, physical, legacy companies to thriving and competing in the 

digital age. This was a four-year study, conducted in collaboration with MIT Sloan Management 

Review and Deloitte, which sought to investigate how traditional companies can keep up and adapt 

in today's digital world. Whilst you initially may think the study will focus on technological aspects, 

it identified that organisations must address three business issues if they are going to manage digital 

transformation effectively: navigating digital disruption, rethinking leadership and talent, and 

becoming a digital organisation. This study introduced people aspects into the discussion at length. 

Sebastian et al. (2017) focused on the need for organisations to leverage new digital technologies to 

drive opportunity through two digital strategies - Customer engagement strategy and Digitized 

Solutions Strategy. Based on a study of 25 companies in Germany going through digital 

transformation adoption the study revealed three essential elements for a successful digital 

transformation; a strategy that focuses on a value proposition usually driven by added value for the 

customer; operational excellence and a platform that adopts rapidly and drives innovation towards 

new market opportunities allowing for a competitive edge to not be left behind.  

 

Diving into the people aspect further, the following four studies were most relevant to my research. 

Ismail et al. (2017) focused on helping managers through the formulation and implementation of 

their firms’ digital transformation strategies. The study looked at the current state of the existing 

literature and grouped the findings into the context, content, and strategy of digital transformation.  

This allowed for a deeper discussion on the positioning of digital transformation and what 

characteristics distinguish it from just being another technology-enabled transformation and one that 

could support managers in leading digital transformation change.  Bharadwaj et al. (2013) focus on 

how technologies are fundamentally transforming business strategies, business processes, firm 

capabilities, products and services, and key interfirm relationships in extended business networks 

within companies in the United States. They found that four key themes are required for digital 

business strategy; the scope of digital business strategy; the scale of digital business strategy; the 

speed of digital business strategy, and the sources of business value creation and capture in digital 

business strategy.  Hess et al. (2016) moved the discussion onto the importance of digital 

transformation as a business priority and options to formulate digital business strategy.  Based on 

experiences from 3 case studies of organisations in Germany that have either Regional, European, 
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and US business interactions, the study derived guidelines for managers in the form of the strategic 

questions they must address when embarking on digital transformation. These were grouped into 

four dimensions; use of technologies, changes in value creation, structural changes, and financial 

aspects. The study conducted two rounds of interviews with industry experts and representatives of 

each of the three case companies to explore the dimensions further. The study concludes that digital 

transformation is highly complex and a systematic approach to formulating a digital transformation 

strategy is crucial for success. The study strongly believes that the most important thing for managers 

charged with formulating their firms’ digital transformation strategies is to know the right questions 

to ask their employees who can find the digital transformation process uncertain. Finally, the most 

relevant study, Fitzgerald et al. (2013) delivered a paper most relevant to my current work-based 

problem, focussing on understanding the embracement of digital technology within a wide range of 

companies in the United States. It was clear from the study that digital transformation needed to 

focus on adopting new technology but also understanding how to enable major business 

improvements (such as enhancing customer experience, streamlining operations, or creating new 

business models).  Through a survey of 1559 executives and managers, the study found that 

according to 78% of respondents, achieving digital transformation will become critical to their 

organisations within the next two years. Even with this need identified, common barriers to digital 

transformation adoption centred around organisations being too slow to change with a lack of overall 

urgency to pursue digital transformation, driven by the lack of a strong vision that has been shared 

by the CEO to the organisation.   

 

Table 1 on the next page summarises the studies on digital transformation away from the MENA 

region, in order from least to most relevant to my proposed study. Whilst the studies below offer a 

range of insights into digital transformation, it will be interesting to see which apply to this study, as 

there is still scope for an in-depth study due to the complex nature and process of digital 

transformation. 
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Table 1 - Empirical Literature on Digital Transformation 

Study 
Focus Framework 

Key Findings 
(Context) (Methods) 

Berman 
(2012) 

Digital transformation competitive 
opportunities in the UK. 

Utilises data from IBM Institute for 
Business Value Analysis 

Planning and the openness to change will be key to 
implement new business models to satisfy customer 
demand. 

Schwertner 
(2017) 

Digital transformation 
opportunities within the EU.   

Literature Review. Maturity, 
Readiness, and Challenges. 

Adoption challenges (data security issues, interoperability 
with existing IT systems, and lack of control) associated 
with cloud and big data initiatives. 

Henriette et 
al. (2016) 

Digital transformation stakes and 
impacts for businesses in France. 

Semi-structured interviews face-to-
face with three senior consultants in 
digital transformation. The 
interviewees work in a multinational 
company in the domains of computer 
hardware, software, IT services, and 
consulting practices. 

Digitalization represents strategic, organisational, and 
cultural stakes for the company and requires the 
commitment and involvement of top management.  

Schallmo et 
al. (2017) 

Digital transformation definition, 
enablers, and strategy for 
implementation. 

Literature Review. Basic 
Understanding and Practical adoption 
of Digital Transformation. 

Adoption challenges (poor approach, lack of business 
model strategy) 
Enablers of Digital Transformation 

Vial (2019) Digital transformation 
understanding and its implications. 

Extensive Literature Review 
supporting the development of a 
framework of digital transformation 
as a process. 

Building on this framework, the paper proposes that a 
further research agenda that proposes the need for (1) 
examining the role of dynamic capabilities (2) accounting 
for ethical issues as important avenues for future strategic 
IS research on Digital Transformation.  

Kane 
(2019) 

Digital transformation 
implementations and how 
companies go from being 
traditional, physical, legacy 
company to thriving and 
competing in the digital age in the 
US. 

A four-year study, conducted in 
collaboration with MIT Sloan 
Management Review and Deloitte, 
sought to investigate how traditional 
companies can keep up and adapt in 
today's digital world. 

Companies must address three business issues if they are 
going to manage digital transformation effectively: (1) 
navigating digital disruption (2) rethink leadership and 
talent (3) changing to become a digital organisation. 

Sebastian et 
al. (2017) 

Digital transformation strategies to 
leverage digital technologies in 
Germany. 

Customer engagement strategy and 
Digitized Solutions Strategy 
frameworks. A qualitative study 
based on findings from a study of 25 
companies. 

The study revealed three essential elements for a successful 
digital transformation: (1) A digital strategy that defines a 
SMACIT- inspired value proposition 
(2) An operational backbone that facilitates operational 
excellence  
(3) A digital services platform that enables rapid innovation 
and responsiveness to new market opportunities.  

Ismail et al. 
(2017) 

Digital transformation origins and 
roots, strategy formulation bases 
on existing practice combined with 
an introduction into the key 
characteristics that distinguish it 
from previous technology-enabled 
transformations. 

Extensive Literature Review which 
shows the current state of academic 
research in digital business 
transformation strategies.  

Why companies digitally transform and illustrate 
companies’ internal motivations, as well as their external 
triggers. Distinguishes between the business dimensions 
that are being transformed and the areas that are being 
impacted by the transformation. Identifies multiple 
dimensions regarding the content of strategy formulation in 
the digital era, and comment on the strategy process.  

Bharadwaj 
et al. (2013) 

Digital business strategy 
advancements through technology 
advancements within the US. 

A qualitative study based on a 
collection of existing papers. 

Four key themes required for Digital Business Strategy (1) 
the scope of digital business strategy, (2) the scale of digital 
business strategy, (3) the speed of digital business strategy, 
and (4) the sources of business value creation and capture in 
digital business strategy.  

Hess et al. 
(2016) 

Digital transformation importance 
as a business priority and options 
to formulate e digital business 
strategy based on experiences from 
German companies covering 
Regional European and US 
business interactions. 

Three Case Studies focusing on four 
dimensions; (1) use of technologies; 
(2) changes in value creation; (3) 
structural changes and (4) financial 
aspects. The study conducted two 
rounds of interviews with industry 
experts and representatives of each of 
the three case companies to explore 
the dimensions. 

The study concludes that digital transformation is highly 
complex and a systematic approach to formulating a digital 
transformation strategy is crucial for success. The study 
strongly believes that the most important thing for 
managers charged with formulating their firms’ digital 
transformation strategies is to know the right questions to 
ask their employees who can find the digital transformation 
process uncertain. 

Fitzgerald 
et al. (2013) 

Digital transformation emergence 
using new digital technologies 
(social media, mobile, analytics, or 
embedded devices) to enable major 
business improvements (such as 
enhancing customer experience, 
streamlining operations, or creating 
new business models). 

Report based on the findings of a 
survey of 1559 executives and 
managers. 

Key Findings: 
(1) Achieving digital transformation will become critical to 
their organisations within the next two years. 
(2) Pace of technology change in organisations adopting 
Digital Transformation is too slow. 
(3) The most frequently cited obstacle to digital 
transformation was “lack of urgency" 
Only 38% of respondents said that digital transformation 
was a permanent fixture on their CEO’s agenda. Where 
CEOs have shared their vision for digital transformation, 
93% of employees feel that it is the right 
thing for the organisation. But a mere 36% of CEOs have 
shared such a vision. 
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2.9 Transformation within the MENA Region 

 

Within the MENA region, the literature on aspects of digital transformation is sparse. Chong & Duan 

(2020) is a broad study based on secondary research that reviews how organisations are increasingly 

leveraging digital technologies such as big data analytics, cloud computing, social media, and mobile 

platforms to build effective digital strategies for digital transformation.  The study acknowledges that 

over the period 2007 to 2008 digital transformation has become understood as a need in the region 

and the paper presents a conceptual framework as a road map in guiding organisations towards 

devising digital strategies for their digital transformation based on existing literature.  Dyk & Belle 

(2019) broadly discuss the market pressures of digital transformation and then take the study to 

explore this in more depth, asking questions about the intention of South African (SA) retail 

organisations to adopt digital transformation and probing into the understanding and perception of 

digital transformation itself, as well as future intended use cases for available digital 

technologies. The case study research method was used given the lack of existing literature in the 

region and was conducted within a leading African retailer which is part of a retail group with 

currently more than 4950 stores in 12 African countries. The research study revealed that there was 

a good understanding of digital transformation from participants within the SA retail industry. 

However, this could be attributed to their level of training, years of retail experience, the position 

held within the organisation, and the fact that the case site is currently busy with digital 

transformation projects. Therefore, this could not be generalized across the retail organisation or 

industry. The most prominent organisational issue concerning digital transformation identified was 

resistance to change, emphasizing the need for change management and a corporate culture 

embracing transformation and collaboration which was not dissimilar in findings to studies in 

developed regions. 

 

Some studies have taken place in the UAE which have relevant context.  Salem (2016) broadly 

explores what makes a city “smart” in the digital age? The government-backed study focused on 

Dubai, strives to answer in short, how can a local government build a “smart city” and generate 

public value through digital transformation and agile governance. The findings provide ample 

evidence suggesting that the technological infrastructure, regulatory frameworks, and organisational 

structures are now in place as critical foundations for building the smart city through digital 

transformation, but further work and adoption needs to continue. The next study, Faridi & Malik 

(2020) documents a pharma organisation who aims to bridge the gap between demand and supply by 

ensuring the supply of essential medication of all types in the Middle East and North African 
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(MENA) region through digital transformation. The paper concludes that proposals to introduce 

digital transformations, as well as other strategic changes would require some training and adaptation 

to change. Cost reduction exercises may contribute to some animosity initially, and therefore, 

continued training and transparency were required regarding these changes. Managing the change 

would also require careful planning and reviewing as to deal with any resistance. The study which 

comes closest to my research, which focuses on retail only is delivered by (Alcácer & Thaper, 2020).  

This paper illustrates the challenges that retailers face when they aggressively pursue geographical 

growth by expanding both their physical store network and their online presence. It is a case study 

featuring Majid Al Futtaim (MAF) Retail who also happens to be a main competitor of Company X. 

The study found that going forward, retailers face hard choices in deciding which markets to prioritise 

and determining the right balance of offline and online for each market. Decisions on investing 

resources in opening new stores, or in building online capabilities—or both would lead to a complex 

strategy to differentiate across key markets and fully adopt digital transformation capabilities. As 

this study's focus was on the balance between physical and online presence, there is still a need for a 

comprehensive study in the retail sector on digital transformation in the Middle East particularly. It 

will be interesting to see if the physical to online balance relationship is highlighted within this study 

on Company X, but this study will go much wider in scope than this current paper.  

 

Table 2 on the next page summarises the studies on digital transformation from within the MENA 

region, in order from least to most relevant to my proposed study. As highlighted, the current 

literature highlights an opportunity for this study to deliver a comprehensive paper that can support 

digital transformation in this part of the world, where literature is narrow in scope and the volume of 

research is lacking. 
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2.10 Summary 

Table 2 - Empirical Literature on Digital Transformation in the MENA Region 

Study 
Focus Framework 

Key Findings 
(Context) (Methods) 

Chong & Duan (2020) 

Using Digital Technology leveraging big 
data analytics, cloud computing, social 
media, and mobile platforms to build 
effective digital strategies for digital 
transformation within the MENA region. 

Literature Review. Covering a ten-year 
period in which published papers were 
collected from 2007 to 2018 to deliver 
a conceptual framework. 

The paper advises that organisations can 
use the conceptual framework presented 
as a road map in guiding them towards 
devising digital strategies for their 
digital transformation. 

Dyk & Belle (2019) 
Digital transformation adoption, 
understanding, and perception in South 
Africa retail organisations. 

Case Study Based on a leading South 
African 
retailer which is part of a retail group 
with currently more than 4950 stores in 
12 African countries. The retailer, used 
for the case study, currently has 2164 
stores across Southern Africa and 
employs more than 15000 staff.  

Identified 3 key issues faced during the 
adoption of Digital Transformation. 
(1) resistance to change 
(2) emphasizing the need for change 
management 
(3) corporate culture embracing 
transformation and collaboration 

Salem (2016) 

Digital Adoption in the city of Dubai and 
the path to make Dubai a "smart city" 
based on organisational, technological, 
cultural, and regulatory pathways. 

Case study on Dubai's move towards a 
Smart city, supported by the Dubai 
Government. 

The findings provide ample evidence 
suggesting that the technological 
infrastructure, regulatory frameworks, 
and organisational structures are now in 
place as critical foundations for building 
the smart city through digital 
transformation. 

Faridi & Malik (2020) 

Digital transformation adoption within a 
Pharma organisation bridges the gap 
between demand and supply by ensuring 
the supply of essential medication of all 
types in the Middle East and North 
African (MENA) region. 

Case study on a pharmaceutical 
company based in Dubai experiencing 
digital transformation whilst operating 
across the Middle East and North 
African (MENA) markets. 

The paper concludes that proposals to 
introduce digital transformations require 
requiring and adaptation to change  
(2) Cost reduction exercises may 
contribute to some animosity initially, 
and therefore, continued training and 
transparency were required regarding 
these changes.  
(3) Managing the change would also 
require careful planning and reviewing 
as to deal h any resistance. 

Alcácer & Thaper 
(2020) 

Digital transformation and offline to 
online adoption challenges that retailers 
face when they aggressively pursue 
geographical growth by expanding both 
their physical store network and their 
online presence within a Retailer based in 
Dubai, servicing (MENA) region. 

Case Study:  The case on Majid Al 
Futtaim (MAF) Retail, a franchisee of 
Carrefour hypermarkets in the Middle 
East, Africa, and Asia, a company that 
strived to strike the right balance of 
offline and online for each of the 
markets it served. 

The two key findings were regarding 
offline and online retailing: 
(1) retailers face hard choices in 
deciding which markets to prioritize and 
determining the right balance of offline 
and online for each market.  
(2) Decisions on investing resources in 
opening new stores, or in building 
online capabilities—or both would lead 
to a complex strategy to differentiate 
across key markets. 
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As highlighted at the start of Chapter 2, there is a need to deliver an action-based research study to 

answer How can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? 

alongside the sub research questions outlined in section 1.4. This research aims to deliver an action 

research-based framework for Company X to support their digital transformation journey.  This 

framework may have the potential to support other retailers in a similar situation, however, it is a 

primary concern is for Company X. Digital transformation is a key agenda for most businesses right 

now in the Middle East, many who pre COVID-19 had embarked on the journey and many who due 

to the pandemic who have had to react to the emergence of the digital landscape within the region. 

There is still limited research that supports digital transformation journeys from this part of the world, 

giving this study relevance and insight to a region where digital retailing is growing faster than ever 

before. 

 

This literature review has explored existing theories and methods that pertain to digital 

transformation to assist in delivering a framework for Company X. Firstly, the literature review 

defined digital transformation as follows: “Digital transformation is a transition which is first and 

foremost a strategy that radically moves processes and business models forward, providing 

customers with access to products and services at the touch of their fingertips”. With this definition, 

the literature review supports that digital transformation requires a business strategy, that focuses on 

three key pillars: Technology, Customer, and Employees. These three pillars need to be supported 

by a strategy which encompasses the need for strong change management principles, as well as a 

notion of continuous improvement to allow for organisations to remain competitive based on the 

ever-changing need of the customer.  It was acknowledged through key debates in the literature that 

a digital transformation strategy would incorporate borrowed learnings into the process of adoption, 

but it is an emergent process that considers the concept of digital maturity.  Whilst digital maturity 

has been referred to as an end state, this study considers digital maturity as an ongoing process, 

continuing to adapt to new trends, behaviours, and visionary leadership and therefore a re-iterative 

process. Therefore, the study views digital transformation strategy as essentially needing to focus on 

business models, which incorporate new digital technologies that enhance customer experience, 

business operations that derive enhanced performance and competitive edge, driven by employees 

and colleagues who through talent, learning, and skill drive digital transformation throughout the 

organisation. Pre data collection the three pillars and their link to digital transformation and digital 

maturity is demonstrated below in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 - Digital Transformation Process (pre data collection) 

 

 
 

In terms of the implementation of digital transformation, the study understands that digital 

transformation doesn’t come without challenge, even organisations with the most well planned out 

strategies will encounter challenges along the way. Key elements of technology, business strategy, 

and IT strategy were all discussed heavily concerning implementation, challenges, and barriers. 

However, the literature supports that people are the main key to digital transformation 

implementations. A lack of people focus within digital transformation strategy, was found to cause 

several barriers or challenges to a successful digital transformation adoption.  The need for a clear 

vision that leaders engage and commit towards was found as key to digital transformation success. 

This vision needs to resonate across the organisation, driven by leadership and a change management 

culture to support it. Understanding the impact on colleagues’ current roles or skills and the learning 

they need to become digitally savvy is also required to engage and combat resistance to the changes 

occurring. As well as understanding how important people are in the transformation process, 

supported with a clear vision and overall employee engagement, the study also recognises through 

the literature review that organisations need to outline strategies that are in line with their financial 

constraints.  Understanding this point, maybe key in delivering a viable vision in the first place at a 

pace that is reasonable, which drives urgency with realism 
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The literature review has provided valuable insights and understanding into the digital transformation 

process and recognises that there is still very much a gap in the research as it is still a very new topic. 

Whilst the research has focussed on the three pillars of Technology, Customer, and Employees, 

bound by strategy which drives digital Transformation and ongoing digital maturity, other areas 

could be future research scopes. Understanding if digital transformation is any different from other 

transformations from a project management perspective would be an interesting avenue for further 

exploration as well as understanding if strategic maturity and digital maturity differ within 

organisations. Many organisations could be highly strategic but not digitally mature for example or 

could an organisation be digitally mature but not strategically mature? Both of the above would 

provide further insights into business development and growth and be an addition to future research. 

Within the Middle East market, specifically Dubai, there is little cited research on this topic of digital 

transformation in general which presents a key opportunity for this study itself with its current aims 

and objectives. This thesis continues with Chapter 3, which outlines the Research Methodology, 

which is followed by Chapter 4 which sets out my results, and finally, Chapter 5, discusses the results 

and draws conclusions on the research question of How can Company X effectively make a transition 

from digitisation to digital transformation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Methodology 
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Chapter 3 will provide details of the research strategy to address the research question of How can 

Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? alongside the 

sub research questions in section 1.4. This chapter will give clarity on the research methodology 

undertaken and why to deliver the main aim and objectives of the research to answer the posed 

research question. 

 

3.2 Research Philosophy 

 

Research philosophy has three key elements; ontology; epistemology and methodology.  

Ontology focuses on the nature of reality; objectivist ontology as a research philosophy assumes that 

reality exists independently of individuals. Whereas constructionist ontology believes that reality is 

created based on interactions of people, resulting in making meaning of a reality, through interactions 

with it. They both stem from viewpoints on several key questions which ask; What is reality? What 

types of beings are there? How is it that different ‘types’ of beings exist? What is a ‘type’? Easterby-

Smith et al. (2021) explained ontology drives the philosophical debate regarding the ontological 

positions of realism: a single truth, whereby facts exit and can be revealed; internal realism: truth 

exists but it is obscure, however facts are concrete but cannot directly be accessed; relativism; there 

are many truths and facts depend on viewpoint of the observer; and nominalism: there are no truths 

and facts are all human creation. This continuum has driven much philosophical debate on whether 

it is suitable within social sciences, where the interest is in human behaviour. It is recognised that 

within this area, focus concentrates to the right of the continuum: internal realism, relativism and 

nominalism based on the topic being studied and of course the views of the researcher themselves 

(Easterby-Smith et al. 2021). 

 

Epistemology focuses on the nature of knowledge and methods of enquiry into the world, both 

socially and physical. It consists of two positions; positivism: assumes the social world exists 

externally where properties of such are measurable rather than being subjective; and social 

constructionism; whereby through shared experiences and communication people make sense of the 

world around them (Easterby-Smith et al. 2021). A positivist approach relies on the researcher being 

independent of what is being observed and testing hypothesis that may either be of a truth or falsity 

depending on the hypothesis set. This study takes a social constructionism position, which is off an 

interpretant nature and allows for the viewpoints of individuals including the researcher to make 

sense of digital transformation, through how they are feeling either individually or as a collective. 

This position’s main aim is to enhance the understanding of digital transformation, through gathering 
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rich data through stakeholder’s perspectives to generate new theory or theoretical perspectives. The 

implications of a social constructionist philosophical stance are that it provides the overarching 

umbrella and underpins qualitative data collection approaches to unearth insights and discover new 

knowledge which can then be used to derive actionable knowledge.  This also drives an objective 

reality focusing on how knowledge is constructed and understood (Andrews, 2012).  

 

3.3 Research Methodology 

 

For a study of this nature, where an organisations journey is a key component, it is typical for the 

research methodology to be of a qualitative undertaking. Qualitative research opens up the realms of 

possibility through research that begins with philosophical means and allows researchers to build an 

understanding of experiences through exploration, which most importantly goes beyond their own 

experiences (Easterby-Smith et al. 2021). In other words, it utilises a framework to make assumptions 

and turn them into a study, where not only the voice of the researcher but also the voice of the 

participants derives the outcome (Creswell, 2013). Quantitative research is formal, value-free and 

conducted either through experiments or surveys. Due to their research methods, studies are 

considered accurate valid and reliable as the researcher relies on statistical data to arrive at 

explanation and understanding through an objective lens (Creswell, 1994).   

 

This studies research questions were exploratory. They could not have been addressed by a 

quantitative approach because they were not aimed at gathering scientific data but human experience, 

which is unique to the individual participants. As well as this, the research question requires a deeper 

level of understanding which only a qualitative methodology can provide.  Queirós et al. (2017) 

highlighted that the increased commonality of qualitative research is down to the fact that there are 

many areas in where simply human behaviours cannot be quantified, it needs to be explored. 

Qualitative research allows for this exploration through the eyes of the participants and the 

researcher, giving the opportunity to include many perspectives and views into the research process. 

Bryman et al. (1996) discuss the four methods of qualitative research design as being either a detailed 

case study of an organisation; potentially multiple case studies of a small number of organisations; 

larger designs that focus on specific organisations or organisational practices on a larger scale or 

lastly a design where organisations describe in detail organisations practices in general. Overall 

qualitative research methods give great flexibility to explore topics from multiple perspectives. 

 

The qualitative methodology does have some limitations.  Researchers need to do their due diligence 

on the qualitative data collection methods used as each has its own set of advantages and 
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disadvantages.  The choice of focus groups and interviews, as chosen in this study came with their 

own set of challenges. Focus groups can be quite difficult to control or get full participatory 

engagement at times as well as requiring constant review of the participants themselves; you may 

need to add or remove based on how the focus of the studies moves forward. Based on the number 

of participants you have; interviews can be a timely process. The more structured they are made, the 

more rigid they are so it can be difficult to strike the right balance of guiding and having the ability 

to have a free-flowing discussion.  Even with these challenges, the process of data collection through 

these means does ultimately provide exploratory findings which were required for this study. 

Ochieng (2009) highlights that the main limitation of qualitative research that findings cannot be as 

widely extended to other similar contexts, to the same level of accuracy of quantitative analysis where 

chance is not a factor. Quantitative results are final and fact, however qualitative analysis allows for 

researchers to research in a non-standardised way, focussing on human behaviour within contextual 

settings which is hugely valuable for organisational problems. 

 

3.4 Action Research 

 

Action research is considered as a scientific approach that requires problems to be worked upon 

collaboratively and solved by people who directly experience them, through cyclical reviews of 

problems and potential solutions through data gathering and taking action, which in turn most likely 

will result in further action. Adelman (1993) highlighted that action research approach set out by 

Lewin (1946) remains the basis for the creation of a research approach that redefined the criteria for 

understanding and evaluating an inquiry process, by creating a new role for researchers, whereby the 

three elements of action, research and participation must be present. Only with the combination of 

these three elements, action research generates knowledge that can drive social analysis and 

democratic social change (Greenwood & Levin, 2007).  It is an emergent inquiry process that is 

based on the application of behavioural science knowledge alongside existing knowledge first and 

foremost, allowing to fundamentally impact change in a real organisational environment continually 

(Shani & Pasmore, 1985).  It is important to understand that action research should not just be thought 

of as qualitative research.  It is an approach that should not be limited by that viewpoint. 

Fundamentally, it is a mixed-method approach which if chosen can be of a qualitative or quantitative 

nature, whereby the exact methods are determined based on the context of each study and its 

objectives. 

 

Action research is being used in this study to offer a pragmatic research approach built from existing 

resources, such as researchers, employees, communities, experience, and skills that are built upon to 
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deliver practical solutions within current context situational problems. This gives the right context 

for the research question posed in this study of How can Company X effectively make a transition 

from digitisation to digital transformation? where deep understanding of the company is key. This 

allows for deeper engagement of stakeholders within an organisation and avoids the objection to 

outsider intervention, which may help drive better insights compared to conventional research 

findings (Greenwood & Levin, 2007). These outcomes denote that action research works on the 

epistemological view that is required not to just purely describe something but also from knowledge 

and action that purposely changes it for the good of the parties the research was intended for (Reason 

and Torbert, 2001).  By the very nature it delivers, a philosophical approach to research which 

heightens engagement in philosophical issues, something that scientific research cannot provide 

(Greenwood & Levin, 2007).  This approach, therefore, continues to move the paradigm in 

management and organisational studies forwards, bringing the value of knowledge and practice, 

grounded in the roots of reality. Ultimately, Action research allows for the conversation to keep 

going, social philosophy, mutual learning and hopefully further enhancements and improvements to 

the current situation (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014; Blum, 1955). 

 

Action research does have its limitations. Coghlan & Brannick, (2014) highlight, the need for a 

change to be recognised is firstly a crucial step in the action research process, however, sometimes 

this isn’t as straight forward as action researchers would hope as there is a risk, that the research itself 

is rejected by the organisation. It is therefore extremely important that the organisation is bought into 

the action research process and the aim and outcome of what the research is trying to achieve. Reason 

& Bradbury (2003) simply explain action research as requiring commitment from both the problem 

owners (in this studies case Company X) and the researchers to deliver mutual learning which 

embodies movement within the company for the better. This also highlights that the role of the 

researcher plays a significant impact on the success of action research. Moore (2007) and (Roth et 

al. 2007) agreed with the view of (Greenwood & Levin, 2007) on what value action research could 

add, they also highlight challenges of insider research and the turmoil this can bring a researcher, 

who is also a leader within the organisation being studied and maybe face with an organisation not 

ready to change. Coghlan & Brannick (2014) highlight that all action researchers as they engage in 

their research project, need to be aware of the political system they are operating within. As a 

researcher, with a set of questions and objectives to explore, action researchers need to be able to 

influence and manage not only peers and colleagues but also upwards to superiors to activate the 

research findings.  
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Action research is a process that can be long and challenging. Roth et al. (2007) describes that it is 

not going to follow a written ingredient list to create the perfect recipe. It is going to be a continual, 

journey where the researcher is going to have to potentially deal with their own professional opinions 

versus findings, potential conflict with relationships and a constant focus on avoiding bias to deliver 

credible research. Greenwood and Levin (2007) conclude that action research should not be bound 

by the traditional philosophical positions and argue that action research lies at the centre of human 

life, which simply aims to keep the conversation going, which may generate both painful and positive 

insights. For these reasons, this study approaches action research through a series of cycles. Cycle 1 

focussed on the interviews of participants, cycle 2 moved onto focus groups steered by the outcomes 

of cycle 1 and cycle 3 which was aimed at taking the results of the cycle 1 and 2’s analysis back to 

the organisation for feedback. These cycles will be discussed in more detail in section 3.6 Research 

Methods and Design. 

 

3.5 Research Methods & Design 

 

As previously highlighted in section 3.4 Action Research, data were collected in a series of cycles. 

The first cycle that was chosen was interviews. The use of interviews has several advantages. A key 

advantage is that they allow for smaller samples and access to key individuals to understand a 

situation, with greater insight and detail than other methods (Rowley, 2012). For this study, 

interviews were designed with a semi structured approach, with pre prepared questions to give a 

structure to the data collection which would derive an exploratory view of the experiences of the 

chosen participants so far, in line with my first research objective. This approach allows for the 

researcher to have flexibility to determine follow up questions, based on participants responses to 

allow for a deeper level of understanding (Kallio et al. 2016). For the interview process itself, 

questions were not shared in advance as I wanted the interview to feel unrehearsed and to try and be 

as natural a discussion as possible. The semi-structured approach, however, did help in guide the 

conversation and allow me to transcribe the interview discussion in a structured manner which aided 

the data analysis process. 

 

There are of course limitations to semi structured interviews. It is essential that the interviewer is 

well versed on the research topic at hand, as the conversation can move quickly into different areas 

of focus (Kallio et al. 2016). As they are conducted in a one in one environment, participants may 

find the situation more pressurised and less confident in their answers and I found that on occasion 

it could be quite intense if the participant wasn’t fully engaged or running late. With working from 

home and video calls, understandably the home environment could also be more distractive than an 
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office one on one environment may have been. After a couple interviews, I also felt the need to adapt 

some of the structured questions, driven by the further literature understanding as well as depth of 

response being encountered, to drive more dialogue.  As a researcher as I grew more comfortable 

conducting interviews, I was able to ask more open questions and explore topics in a deeper way as 

I also grew through the process, and I found participants were also interested in findings from studies 

and wished to discuss key debates freely. Interviews do have limitations. Using interviews as a 

research method also has an impact on the sample size, whereby it is usually of a small sample given 

the time needed to complete an interview process compared to other methods such as a questionnaire 

where data can be collected on a much wider scale. However, as the sample size in my study was 8, 

this is a method worked well and I felt helped give some structure between the literature study and 

response correlation. 

 

Cycle 2 of the research introduced focus groups as a research method. The use of focus groups allows 

for a dynamic discussion of a synergetic nature which can produce productive results (Morgan, 

1996). Whilst interviews provide the base of discussion, I felt focus groups brought the topics to 

another level with much cross discussion between participants, where they could also safely 

challenge each other’s opinions and literature debates again supported discussion. Based on the 

findings from the interviews I also needed to add 2 additional participants to the focus groups as I 

made the decision at this stage to move away from now external previous employees of company X 

and focus on my research objectives concentrating on building future implementations and strategies. 

External candidates, while helped the understanding of key challenges and barriers, the ongoing 

process of digital maturity and how to move forwards, adapting to new behaviours and strategies 

would not be relevant to these individuals. At this stage, none of the participants were known to each 

other but I reached out to many of the current internal participants and shared with them my thoughts 

on the interview topics and who would they recommend I ask to join the study. I felt this was really 

important as I wanted to make sure participants were involved in the key decision-making process 

and it developed further trust in the study and myself as a researcher, than just a colleague.  

 

A focus group size of 6 internal Company X employees moved into cycle 2 of data collection. 

Scheduling the focus groups was much more difficult than one on one interviews as I had to make 

sure everyone was available at the same time which was a real challenge and the first focus group 

had to be rescheduled a couple of times. A further focus group with the same participants was 

scheduled three weeks after the first was conducted as a follow up to the findings from the first 

session. In both focus groups, as the moderator I felt that where maybe in interviews there was more 

focus on the participant in having to answer questions posed by me, the focus groups required me to 
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really structure the sessions to keep the flow of the discussions going in a structured manner, but also 

bring all participants into the discussion which at times could be challenging especially if they had 

very little to say. After focus group one, I asked the participants for thoughts on how we could 

improve the focus groups next time and the main suggestion was to send out a view of what would 

be the main themes discussed so they could think about them before hand, this approach really 

helped, and I found the second focus group was more engaged and the discussion between 

participants was greater than the first. 

 

Integrating interviews and focus groups was very much focused around my research objectives. 

Interviews allowed me to understand and bring out issues and experiences the participants had faced 

while the focus groups allowed me to take that analysis and focus on what the future could look like, 

by working with the focus group participants to derive thoughts on how to implement strategies to 

overcome current challenges and think about what barriers any new potential solutions could face in 

the future. The flow of interviews and then focus groups I found to be very productive, whilst I know 

sometimes its chosen to do focus groups and then interviews, I felt the interviews really gave me a 

chance to get to know the participants views on digital transformation as individuals and then how 

these views would be expressed and challenged in a group dynamic.  Morgan (1996) highlighted 

those studies have shown that focus group participation drive 60-70% more ideas than interview only 

approach when challenged with an idea generation exercise. This supports the importance of 

integrating these methods into research design to deliver insightful research which can be create 

future implementable actions. 

 

Lastly this feedback was shared with leaders in the organisation over enhanced interactions on digital 

transformation strategies as part of  cycle 3.  Several of the focus group participants were also heavily 

involved in some of these strategic meetings where everything from online service models, 

operations, marketing and financial budgeting and planning were discussed.  I found that now it had 

become more widely known that I was working on this study, I was able to also attend more strategy 

sessions which were out with my remit in my organisational role. This was important for the study 

and by working with senior leaders within the organisation, individuals including myself were open 

to new knowledge on some of the additional challenges the business faced which may not have been 

know previously as well as literature reviews of key debates. Vial (2019) paper really helped me 

drive the understanding that enhancement and performance driven by digital transformation, needs 

to be wholeheartedly driven throughout the business and kicked off discussions on how the company 

resource should and put focus on digital transformation to drive a continuous energy and focus on 

digital maturity. There was acknowledgement from line managers that the data collected had valid 
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grounds for further exploration and action and specific task forces were focussed on several areas 

required to deliver improvements and changes to current ways of working from areas that weren’t as 

involved previously showing we were moving towards a new level of engagement. 

 

3.6 Sampling 

 

Before data could be collected, the collection sample needed to be identified and selected. Purposive 

sampling was the chosen sampling method for this study as the study identified a specific stated aim 

that would be purposely supported by understanding the digital transformation of Company X 

through its employees. It was important for the study that the participants were demonstrative of 

many segments and strong knowledge of digital transformation efforts within the organisation which 

would allow for information-rich data collection, demonstrating the chosen method of purposeful 

sampling (Patton, 1990). Convenience sampling is usually the most common sampling strategy for 

qualitative papers due to providing fast and access to participants willing to take part (Patton, 1990). 

As this action research was based on Company X and its employees would be easily accessible for 

the study and bear no cost of research this was a logical approach. Participants were selected based 

on their tenure within Company X, a minimum of two years to be exact as well as holding a middle 

management role. Participants could be actively working within Company X or have recently left 

the company. A potential participant list of 20 was drawn up covering various functions within 

Company X to achieve 6-8 participants which would drive purposeful data collection, through 

knowledgeable employees to have a higher chance of reaching data saturation point for this study 

(Suri, 2011).  

 

I initially contacted 12 people direct through email with an information sheet, containing information 

on myself as a researcher and a student at University of Liverpool, as well as an overview of why I 

was conducting this research.  The information set out an explanation of what was the focus and what 

they would be involved in – in this case interviews and focus groups. It was essential to make sure 

that participants were clear on the amount of time the study would involve from them and give 

confidence that they would be anonymous throughout the process and could withdraw at any time. 

It was also made clear this study was completely voluntary, had no financial reward and was 

completely separate from their professional responsibilities. This was an essential point as I did not 

want people to feel they had to take part, it needed to be completely on their own terms and would 

not impact their roles within the organisation if still working for Company X. 
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Potential participants were given two weeks to confirm if they wanted to take part and email back a 

consent form to confirm participation. Out of the 12 participants, 8 participants agreed to take part 

in the study, 5 of which who were currently working in Company X and 3 of which had left the 

company but had a tenure of more than two years. After interviews concluded, the study needed to 

add a further 2 participants from Company X so that it could move forwards focussing on future 

developments of digital transformation within Company X itself. At this point, no further interactions 

were required from ex-colleagues who were no longer in company as the data gathered on the 

problems faced was satisfactory to move on to the next stage.  These 3 participants were contacted 

and thanked for their participation and advised they would not be required for the focus group stage 

as it would focus on current employees of Company X only. In order to identify what areas of the 

business would be beneficial to the study for additional participants, I consulted the current 

participants and asked for their views on the findings so far. From these discussions, 4 people were 

recommended which I narrowed down to 2 based on the information gathered so far. Thankfully, 

both of these identified participants with the right experience consented to take part in the study and 

took part from the focus group stage after also understanding what would be required from them, 

time involved and the objectives of the study.   

 

As described in 3.6 Research Methods & Design, data were collected through a one-on-one 

interview, as well as two focus groups. All of which, would not last more than 60 minutes per session. 

All interviews and focus groups were transcribed with transcripts shared for comments and validation 

to ensure integrity of the data collected. With this approach and the sampling process, I was satisfied 

that the sample identified was going to give me a broad spectrum of data from across Company X. 

Digital transformation as identified in the literature needs everyone’s collaboration and focus so it 

would have been great but given the size of the organisation, interviewing all wouldn’t be possible. 

The sample focused on interviewing the people most involved and deemed to have the most 

knowledge on the digital transformation journey to date which showed with positive engagement 

levels in the study. The early interview stages gave me insights into some of the issues faced by those 

colleagues who left the company during this digital transformation journey in addition. What was 

especially encouraging to see from this sample in the focus group stage, was the collaboration 

between participants from different departments opened new avenues of discussion. At times it could 

be challenging for myself as a moderator to keep these free-flowing discussions on track, however, 

it provided strong data collection and has continued to be discussed in the day to day working 

environment of Company X in order to continually test, learn and improve with the development of 

this study driving a digital transformation task force. 
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3.7 Data Collection 

 

Due to COVID-19 restrictions, all forms of contact were handled through email or Microsoft Teams. 

Interviews were scheduled two weeks after consent had been received through January 2021.  

Interview guiding questions were prepared to assist in the flow of the interview and to guide the 

conversation to focus on the research objective of what could be learnt from the digitization 

experience of the last three years? The full list of initial questions can be found in Appendix A, 

however, they focussed on participants experience on key themes of Digital Transformation Strategy; 

Customer Value; People and Change Management; Technology and Future Considerations. This pre-

planned approach also assisted in keeping the objective of the interview and focus. After the first 

couple of interviews, some additional or minor adaptations were made to drive further exploration, 

especially when the participant had a particular experience relevant to the strong literary themes 

earlier identified.  All interviews were transcribed and then emailed to the participants for validation. 

On validation, the data were then subsequently analysed, with 9 theoretical categories being 

identified for further focus group discussions.  

 

3.7.1 Typical Interview Process 

 

During a typical interview, I would commence by giving a brief overview of the study again and ask 

if the participants had any questions before we began. I made it clear that this was a guided 

conversation to really discuss their views on digital transformation within Company X. This I felt 

settled participants, with a few of them highlighting concerns that they didn’t feel prepared. I 

reiterated that no preparation was needed as this was to understand their thoughts and observations 

only which I would transcribe and send to them to read over. As an interviewer myself I felt that in 

the first couple of interviews, I was quite rigid in my approach with the guided questions and liked 

to focus on getting the answers to what I mapped out. I found that typically in the later interviews 

the conversations became free flowing and more flexible as my confidence grew as an interviewer. 

Typically, the interviews did take between 50-60 minutes, only 1 interview lasted over the 60 minutes 

but as the participant was happy to keep going so, I continued the conversation.  Interviews concluded 

with a brief overview of the key points discussed and what the plans and timelines would look like 

for the upcoming focus groups. 
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3.7.2 Typical Focus Group Process 

 

Focus groups were in general more complicated than the interview stage. Firstly, before I could 

commence with the focus groups, the additional participants needed to be found and provide consent. 

This delayed the focus groups for a few weeks than planned along with the difficulties of scheduling. 

It was much harder to get everyone together at the same time as I had anticipated. On one of the 

planned focus group sessions, all but 1 participant joined the call so again we had to reschedule. The 

first group, started with introductions, most people knew each other some had worked closer with 

than others, but everyone was aware of each other which made that fairly smooth. I gave a brief 

overview of the findings of the interviews and discussed the areas I would like to discuss more. We 

moved through key topics fairly well and in the first sessions the participation and engagement were 

really strong. I even had some voice notes of additional points sent to me post the sessions which I 

found really encouraging. Asking for feedback from the participants was important and through this 

I was asked for a brief agenda for the last focus group so they could prepare. Whilst I really wanted 

to keep the focus groups less structured, I felt it was important to take this feedback on board and 

ahead of the second focus group I provided examples of how we would move the previous 

conversation forwards by focussing on what challenges and barriers we may face moving forward. 

This really did help. I am glad I did this ahead of the second focus group; however I did find it 

challenging to keep some of the functions involved in the discussion when topics didn’t really involve 

them in their day-to-day roles. Finance was a good example of this, as when we were talking about 

change improvements if it wasn’t related to cost, it was difficult to keep them in the overall 

discussion. Overall focus groups also fell within the 60-minute timeframe and were transcribed. 

Transcribing the focus groups was much harder than the interviews, especially when multiple people 

are in discussions so for further studies involving focus groups, recording would have been a much 

better approach. 

 

3.7.3 Other Considerations 

 

The data collection methods of interviews and focus groups worked well in this study. Apart from 

difficulties in scheduling and on occasion engagement struggles, the data collected was strong and 

drove the added benefit of really creating a dynamic between the participants which could move 

forward post the study. Understanding timelines is critical during this phase in the study and I was 

over optimistic thinking I could finalise data collection in two months, in reality it took 6 weeks 

longer than planned. The timing of data collection fell at a very busy time for Company X and with 

reduced work forces due to COVID-19 it meant participants and me were working under tough 
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circumstances. It was also key that as data were gathered it continued to be discussed. Learnings 

from these interviews and focus groups were also discussed with leaders and managers so further 

inputs and discussion was driven by these collection methods adding to the data gathered to benefit 

the study and Company X. Even with the delay on the collection side, the quality of the data gathered 

through the cycles of research allowed for strong analysis to be conducted as a base to draw patterns 

to support future digital transformation implementations which is discussed in the next section 3.9 

Data Analysis. 

 

3.8 Data Analysis 

 

On conclusion of the data collection stage, three stages were followed in order to analyse the data 

effectively. Firstly, the participants were coded using pseudonyms to protect anonymity; education 

level; if they were currently working at Company X; time spent in Company X as of March 2021; 

department they worked for within Company X and lastly the level held within Company X. This 

can be illustrated below in Table 4.  

 
Table 4 

 
Pseudonym Education Currently  

at 
Company 
X 

Time at  
Company 
X 

Department/ 
Function 

Level Held 

 
Participant 1: Gill 
Participant 2: Ollie 
Participant 3: Peter 
Participant 4: Stuart 
Participant 5: Donald 
Participant 6: Beverly 
Participant 7: Roderick 
Participant 8: Carl 
Participant 9: Betty 
Participant 10: Rick 
 

 
High School 
Degree 
Degree 
High School 
Degree 
Degree 
Degree 
Diploma 
Degree 
Degree 
 

 
Yes 
Yes 
No 
No 
No 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
Yes 
 

 
6 Years  
3 Years  
3 Years  
9 Years  
5 Years  
2 Years  
5 Years  
3 Years  
5 Years  
14 Years 

 
Commercial (Stores) 
Digital 
Human Resources 
Merchandising 
Buying 
Digital 
Finance 
Commercial (Stores) 
Learning & Change  
Commercial (Stores) 

 
Management 
Management 
Snr. Management 
Snr. Management 
Management 
Snr. Management 
Management 
Snr. Management 
Snr. Management 
Management 

      
 

It was critical to the study that the sample represented varying levels of experience to engage in 

productive discussions that would combine the experience of tenure within Company X as well as 

newer entrants to the company who may have a fresh outlook on how to invoke change. Secondly, 

the participants represent a cross departmental approach to the study to ensure a 360 approach to data 

collection. 
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There are two known approaches to data analysis of a qualitative nature.  The deductive approach 

utilises a pre-determined framework to analyse the data, whilst the inductive approach analyses data 

with no little or no predetermined theory (Burnard et al. 2008). This study used an inductive approach 

to data analysis, whereby the data deduced a number of categories and then future data coded against 

these categories, or further categories added through a system of cross indexing. The reason for 

opting for inductive coding was to allow for a more open minding, context-sensitive approach which 

then follows the process determined by Strauss (1987); initial data collected; written up; reviewed 

line by line; and labels or categories assigned based on the context (Miles & Huberman, 1994) This 

approach, allowed for categories to be collapsed and refined with constant comparisons to identify 

emerging themes and dimensions through the data collection process (Strauss, 1987). In order for 

this process to be effective, data needs to be read and then re-read multiple times in order to identify 

and index categories and theoretical themes and dimensions that best illustrate the research findings 

(Pope et al. 2000). For data analysis and the eventual findings to be considered trustworthy and 

credible, it is key that the interpretations of what the study has produced could be easily understood 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

 

Table 2 below summarises how the interviews provisional categories were created based on interview 

transcripts. These provisional categories were than grouped into theoretical categories, which then 

could be aggregated to a dimension of digital transformation. 

 
Table 2 

 
Creating provisional categories 
and first order codes 

Theoretical categories (2nd 
order themes) 

Aggregate theoretical 
dimensions 

 
Statements about poor technology 
decisions; lack of investment in 
technology to equip for the future; 
technology introductions have still 
not made work less manual; poor 
data integrity have made technology 
advancements less effective 
 
Statements about non inclusive 
culture in digital transformation; 
reference to “them and us” when 
referring to digital business 
integration; guilt from being treated 
differently if in the digital division; 
recognition by non-digital members 
on differences 
 
Statements about lack of digital 
vision; vision cascade by leadership 
unsatisfactory; lack of roadmap to 
deliver the vision and bring people 
on the journey 

 
Technology  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Culture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Vision 
 
 
 
 

 
Digital transformation as a source 
of business maturity and growth  
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Statements about poor training and 
knowledge development to support 
digital transformation development, 
reliance of self-learning as the 
primary mode of knowledge 
enhancement. 
 
Statements about the need for right 
talent; poor structure decisions 
where the wrong talent was driving 
digital transformation; need to hire 
well; rushing into hiring decisions 
causing a false economy 
 
Statements about lack of aligned 
KPIs and the need for KPI Unity  
 
Statements about change 
management strategy being 
ineffective; change team were small 
and unsupported; didn’t capture the 
whole organisation; change team 
now not visible in the organisation; 
change resistance training not given 
to leaders to support digital 
transformation change and focussed 
on operational processes which are 
still poor 
 
Statements about the need for 
customer focus in building digital 
transformation strategy; customer 
frustrations concerning after sales 
service, mainly delivery as well as 
stock availability and pricing 
concerns 
 
Statements about the high cost of 
digital transformation; lack of 
investment/funding available; need 
to compromise due to cost 
 

 
Knowledge and Training  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Talent Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performance Indicators 
 
 
Change Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Customer Focus 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Financial Means 

 
Digital transformation as a vehicle 
for people growth and 
development 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Digital Transformation as a need 
for customer engagement for 
business growth 
 
 
 
 
 
Digital Transformation as a source 
of financial need 

 

Four key dimensions were identified through the interview data analysis stage.  

 

• Digital transformation as a source of business maturity and growth  

• Digital transformation as a vehicle for people growth and development 

• Digital Transformation as a need for customer engagement for business growth 

• Digital Transformation as a source of financial need 

 

These four dimensions and their sub themes were then further supported by direct excerpts from the 

interview transcripts in order to solidify as key themes of data findings for further discussion. This 

process was carried out manually in Microsoft Word, where all interview transcripts were written 

up; then responses identified for category identification and moved into table format to build a full 
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picture. Given the depth of the content, this was a labour-intensive process as responses needed to 

be re-read several times to make sure the categorisation process was well thought out and represented. 

Table 3 below demonstrates supporting statements for the themes and sub themes identified from the 

interview data. 
 

Table 3 - Interview Data Themes 

Theme Sub Theme Interview Excepts 
 
Digital transformation as a source 
of business maturity and growth  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Digital transformation as a vehicle 
for people growth and 
development 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Technology  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Culture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Vision 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge and Training  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“The limitations of what our systems 
can do has really impacted how I 
work. We have poor platforms and 
older systems which are holding us 
back in growing faster” 
 
“I think actually we spent a lot of 
time working on people structure, 
where as a company we could have 
made better technology decisions to 
help us navigate out of a very 
manual world” 
 
“We are digital, but we haven’t 
transformed that is the best way to 
put it. We are a department that is 
been bolted on to the existing 
operation, but we haven’t truly got 
digital in our D.N.A yet.  Everything 
in the business has been built to 
support physical stores so we have to 
figure out how to make things work 
for digital rather than it being the 
heart of the decision making”. 
 
“Our company was traditionally a 
bricks and mortar company, so 
change was always going to be a 
challenge and we didn’t really know 
what we wanted to become and 
whilst we set out a vision for Omni, 
we really aren’t there”. 
 
“I think the digital vision hasn’t 
really resonated through the 
business, we are still multi-channel 
rather than Omni which shows that 
the change management process 
didn’t really work, and we haven’t 
got anyone solely focussing on that 
now in the business” 
 
 
“There really was no process to 
upskill people to lead and learn 
digital change, it was more this is 
how you do a click and collect order, 
or this is how you contact the call 
centre” 
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Digital Transformation as a need 
for customer engagement for 
business growth 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Talent Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performance Indicators 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Change Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Customer Focus 

“People couldn’t understand how 
they could develop or grow in this 
new and exciting part of the 
business. There was huge 
expectation to self-learn but we 
didn’t give guidance of where to 
look or how to start really at all 
levels” 
 
“For new hires coming into the 
company It is a must for them to 
have digital experience and to 
understand what can help us fill skill 
gaps across the business which has 
been a challenge” 
 
“Bring the right talent (always check 
references) and skill set to deliver 
your digital transformation strategy. 
Once you have the talent give them 
the freedom and trust to really drive 
the businesses” 
 
“We need focussed KPIs across the 
business that also gets everyone on 
the same page and immediately 
change behaviours” 
 
“We let ourselves down with 
structure, particularly in marketing 
where physical and online had two 
very different set of KPIs which 
caused conflict but ultimately didn’t 
give a lined-up view of how to 
communicate to the customer. 
 
“We didn’t do a good job of change 
management. Structure changes were 
really decided behind closed doors at 
a corporate level as the business 
needed to reduce costs. Resulting in 
the misplacement and 
mismanagement of people” 
 
“The digital team often found us 
being managed by non-digital 
background leadership which 
actually added barriers to our day-to-
day workload.  What the digital team 
really needed was trust. Trust that 
the right talent was here and able to 
drive the business” 
 
"Losing the change management 
team has had an impact and our 
learning and development 
department is missing across the 
business. Training is happening but 
by different people, who may not be 
the right kind of trainer to drive this 
scale of change through the 
organisation” 
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Digital Transformation as a source 
of financial need 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Financial Means 

“One of the biggest challenges have 
been dealing with customers with 
pricing issues, differences between 
online and stores or prices from other 
countries. Customers rightly expect 
the best value and do not care if we 
do not operate that website or that is 
the price in another country, they 
won’t the same item for the best 
price now” 
 
“We need one owner focused on the 
customer and to really be a custodian 
of customer experience so 
strategically we focus our 
improvement journey better through 
the customers eyes” 
 
“It was clear from early feedback 
that customers are very focussed on 
delivery processes and the whole 
delivery experience as their main 
focus” 
 
“Do not go overboard with the initial 
investment if it won’t be fit for 
purpose later. Research well and 
make the right tech choice to avoid 
having to revisit a few years later 
which is the position we are in now” 
 
“We are now starting to financially 
invest again in updating platforms 
which requires a capex investment, 
rounds of meetings and sign offs. I 
think It is not understood that digital 
to evolve needs to be constantly 
updating and looking at new ways of 
working” 
 

 

Cycle 2 of the research involved the use of focus groups. Focus group qualitative analysis could offer 

multiple dimensions of data analysis; analysing participants responses to interactions and discussion 

within a group setting; strategically focusing on themes identified that were of importance to the 

researcher; or assessing attitudes and opinions (Onwuegbuzie et al. 2009). For this study, the 

approach of focusing on themes developed in cycle 1 interview stage formed the base for the studies 

next steps. As in cycle 1, a transcript-based analysis method was used. The first focus group focussed 

on approach and implementations of digital transformation with regard to the below themes identified 

in cycle 1 with the aim of understanding how the themes are intrinsicality linked: 

 

• Technology 

• Financial Means 

• Company Culture 
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• Company Vision 

• Talent Management 

• Knowledge and Training 

• Change Management 

• Performance Indicators 

• Customer Focus 

 

Table 4 below summarises the key questions posed to the group on the above themes and themes that 

correlated to the discussion; as well as key excepts from the discussion itself. New sub-themes 

identified from the discussions are highlighted in bold. 

 
Table 4 - Key Question Responses 

Questions Themes Raised Focus Group Excepts 
 
Q1. How do we improve our 
technology process? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q2. How do we approach financing 
these business changes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Technology; Customer Focus; 
Change Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Technology; Financial Means; 
Customer Focus; Performance 
Indicators 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“Technology projects tend to be 
planned in SILO with little/no 
engagement from our frontline 
teams who know the customer 
best. To improve this, we need to 
first understand the customer 
better, instore & online customer 
journeys to deliver technology 
enhancements at a pace which 
drives a 360 approach”. 

“This is an area which has lots of 
change also, so change of people 
also impacts the strategy/vision 
and needs to be continually re-
invigorated. It is not a deliver it 
once process, its re-iterative” 

“We need to start thinking about 
technology investments financially 
through an Omni channel lens, 
right now all technology 
advancements become a cost 
driven conversation, which 
ultimately supersedes customer 
focus” 

“We must understand the scope 
better and not see digital like store 
capex which take five years to 
depreciate but plan digital 
investment as a regular 
requirement as digital is 
constantly evolving at a fast pace. 
Omni Channel P&Ls where people 
are focused on Total Brand or 
Total Business could refocus this” 
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Q3. How do we implement a vision? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q4. How do you also improve 
company culture? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q5. How do we approach talent 
management to drive the 
vision/culture/business growth? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Company Vision; Knowledge and 
Training; Performance Indicators; 
Change Management; Leadership 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Culture; Knowledge & 
Training; Talent Management; 
Leadership; Reward Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Talent Management; Knowledge & 
Training; Change Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

“Firstly, we need to know what the 
vision now is. That vision needs to 
be simple in that everyone in the 
company can understand, adopt 
and be part of a collaborative 
effort to achieve. We cannot have 
a situation as now where not 
everyone is impacted by the 
company’s strategic vision; we all 
need to be on the same bus going 
in the same direction” 

“Once the vision has been set by 
senior leadership, fellow leaders, 
teams need to be engaged by it and 
understand the roadmap to 
achieve it and what it means for 
them in their own roles.  Everyone 
should be impacted, and a strong 
change management program 
needs to be there to support the 
roll out. Its key to success and one 
we haven’t given enough support 
too. It all starts from the top and 
needs to be driven through the 
business” 

“We have created a culture right 
now, where people do not wish to 
grow into leadership roles within 
the company, even though they 
possess the right skills because 
financially individual sales 
incentives are better for them. 
This is a real shame and needs to 
be addressed in our go forward to 
support the overall vision. We 
want to grow talent and have that 
culture” 

“We need to understand what our 
talent currently looks like and 
create a talent matrix to 
understand where we are. Then 
follows a view on what we need 
and then we can understand where 
we can grow talent 
internally/where we need to 
provided knowledge and training 
or where we need to go hire new 
talent” 

“Change champions would be a 
great introduction into the 
business to support strategies and 
drive change movements. We are 
reliant on driving learning 
through on-the-job mainly, but we 
need to utilize all the platforms 
open to us including the existing 
talent we have in the organisation, 
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Q6. How do we reunite KPIs focused 
on the customer over the individual? 

 
 
 
Performance Indicators; Customer 
Focus; Reward Management; 
Leadership 
 
 
 

our brand partners and social 
media tools” 

“This needs to start with the view 
that the Customer is the priority 
message and can shop in any 
channel, whenever they wish so we 
need to move to a change of 
business strategy where we are 
less reliant on individual 
commission-based sales.  Market 
leaders such as Apple take this 
approach where they incentivize 
employees on customer 
satisfaction and brand loyalty to 
drive alignment and unified focus. 

“KPIs need to support the vision 
that is been set. As it stands today, 
our KPIs do not do this, they focus 
on individual or team performance 
within the walls of their operation 
which is the area requiring 
change.  In certain areas of the 
business, we have introduced I-
pads to sell items online if not 
available in store and incentivized 
against the sale. This was removed 
when the behaviour was felt to be 
instilled in daily practice. This 
daily practice view only works if 
you have a manger/leader driving 
the behaviour which was more 
noticeable in some areas than 
others, so therefore we need a 
consistent global approach” 

 

 

Based on the studies research objectives, a second focus group was required in order to discuss what 

barriers Company X may face when taking some of the identified in Focus Group 1 into action.  This 

focus group had a more structured approach with questions being shared beforehand to focus on the 

themes of also addressed the challenges of Performance Indicators; Technology; Culture and Change 

Management. Reward Management and how to engage leadership in these changes required were also 

discussed based on the findings in focus group 1. Table 5 represents the potential barriers that could be 

faced in these key areas during implementations. 

 
Table 5 - Possible Barriers to Implementation 

Theme Barriers to Change Potential Solution 
 
Performance Indicators 
 

 
Currently very individually 
focused reward management 

 
Understand current individual 
incentives values and map a 
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Technology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Culture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Change Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Resistance to the need for 
Digital incentives if the 
business isn’t operating on 
digital platforms 
 
 
Resistance of IT team to have 
more involvement from the 
business as it slows speed of 
implementation. 
 
 
 
 
Lack of support for Digital 
Transformation (especially from 
Bricks and Mortar colleagues) 
 
Difficulty in recruiting the right 
talent in the region. 
 
 
 
 
 
Lack of Change Management 
support structure within the 
business. 
 
 
Lack of Leadership insights to 
change needs and current 
barriers. 
 
 
 

universal system where the 
financial reward is of a similar 
impact. Basic salaries could 
also be reviewed to minimize 
impact to top performing high 
earners based on commission. 
 
Standardize approach with all 
colleagues accountable for 
digital growth regardless of 
digital maturity level within 
certain areas of the company. 
 
Key business subject matter 
experts identified to limit too 
many voices. Project Manager 
utilised and key leads pulled 
from day-to-day role to focus 
on key technology 
improvements. 
 
Reward the culture change, 
incentives and promote the 
vision. 
 
Start to seek more talent 
outside of the regions current 
pool who have digital 
backgrounds in order to 
support internal strategic 
objectives. 
 
Evaluate this within the 
business and understand what 
CM structure is needed to 
support a change of this scale. 
 
Find a forum to discuss 
challenges with leadership in 
order to constructively move 
forwards and talk about what 
has happened as a result of 
these conversations.  

   
 

This approach to the data collected, then further allowed for dialogues internally with colleagues of 

Company X referred to as cycle 3 in an ongoing process of weekly feedback sessions to start working 

towards improving digital transformation and anticipating what barriers may be faced in future 

developments and why digital transformation was of a more complex nature than other strategies 

previously experienced.  The themes identified in this analysis section will be further discussion in 

the Chapter 4 – Findings. 
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3.9 Insider Bias & Role Duality 

 

This module drove me in the direction of really thinking about the role I play and what conflicts 

may be encountered on the journey.  Greenwood & Levin (2007) when discussing human inquiry 

into research, defined that action research allows for deeper engagement of stakeholders within an 

organisation and avoids the objection to outsider intervention, which may help drive better insights 

compared to conventional research findings. During the data collection process, I found participants 

to be more nervous in the one-to-one interviews than in the group sessions. I believe that participants 

felt more comfortable in this setting and my role duality less of a focus, allowing for more learnings 

to open up which I necessarily hadn’t considered. The interviews were successful and did gave a 

great base of data collection, but the focus groups really drove meaning and focus on action. This 

was a strong lesson for me in that insider research, drives opportunity for learnings but needs to be 

skilfully moderated to make participants feel comfortable at opening up. Dealing with unexpected 

learnings requires flexibility and reflexivity to make sure the study moves forward in the best way 

which was a key responsibility of myself as a researcher. 

 

Insider research has clear advantages, as the researcher understands the business and the people 

dynamics within the company, however, the personal agenda of the researcher must also be 

considered (Saidin & Yaacob, 2017). Depending on the topic, an insider researcher will have a view 

of what is best for them as a leader within the organisation. Whilst discussing bias in previous 

assignments, I have always taken the view that as a researcher I need to be open-minded to the 

possibility that the research may take me in new directions but hadn’t questioned if this new research 

direction may take me on a different course which goes against what I need as a leader of a planning 

division within the business.  Drever (1995) also highlighted that the research may be influenced by 

the information I choose to provide to participants and what they think the research is on suggesting 

how an action researcher can fall into the trap of pushing their ag, to drive their objectives over what 

is best for the company as a whole.   

 

Planning for a division with several brands within the business, I have found that my action research 

approach or findings would take me in a different direction to my current planning objectives but 

have found that the research enhances more than detracts so far. What I have found difficult, has 

been when the research has moved me in a direction which the business has chosen to stay away 

from. Although reasoning and recommendations can be made from an action researcher standpoint, 

at the end of the day it must be accepted that the business may choose an alternative direction that 

isn’t unique to that insider research roles but outsider ones too. What is clear is that through this 



 
 

  

  
Page 71 of 136 

 
 

process the inside researcher has a responsibility to continue to relook and relook again at the 

research being produced to make sure the research is true to its findings throughout the process. 

 

3.10 Ethical Considerations 

 

There were several rounds of review with the Ethics Committee ahead of the study commencing. 

This allowed for a solid framework to provide an order of conduct for the study to take place and set 

out clear steps for me to follow. The process meant that a clear participant guide and consent forms 

were ready to share with participants and that their well-being throughout the study was a clear focus 

based on a continual feedback and adaptation process. In order to ensure that ethical approvals were 

followed, I was very focused on making sure everything was clear for my participants in what was 

briefed. Participant information guides and consent forms were sent out with a two-week window to 

return. During this time, participants could also freely contact myself for any questions relating to 

this study before consenting. Only one follow up was sent a few days before the return deadline was 

due as not to harass potential participants. For those who did not respond, no further communications 

were sent on the matter. On consent form return, forms have been stored on my laptop only where 

no one else can access. It was crucial that the anonymity of the participants was protected so 

pseudonyms were used on all transcripts and within the study itself. 

 

For all data collection meetings dates were provided at least 10 days – 2 weeks ahead of time and I 

remained fully flexible on rescheduling and adapting to the needs of the participants. Due to COVID-

19 all interactions were carried out through Microsoft Teams video calls and to minimise any 

discomfort or risk to the participants were scheduled for 60 minutes at a time. Overall participants 

gave approximately three hours of their time during the data collection process and also received 

transcribed excerpts from discussions for review and comment. Before each interview of focus group, 

participants were asked to reach out on any questions they may have on the upcoming sessions to 

ensure that they were comfortable with each step of the journey. As the meetings were only 60 

minutes, there was no need to break away from the sessions and participants were comfortable with 

that approach.  This ethical approach assured participants that questions were welcomed, scheduling 

needs catered for, and that anonymity protected ensuring no harm to their participation. No issues or 

concerns were raised, and all data collected remains securely stored in the researcher’s laptop, 

accessed by biometrics and a lockable filing cabinet within the researcher’s home. 
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4 Findings 

4.1 Organisational Context 

 

Company X continues to be focused on their digital transformation journey, particularly when it 

comes to creating an omnichannel customer environment for their department store business and a 

couple of their key lifestyle portfolio brands. The impacts of COVID-19 over the last year and a half 

have really taken the organisation into a new digital age. Whilst lockdowns were in place, the digital 

branch of the organisation was thrown into the spotlight as the majority revenue channel of the 

business for the first time. Whilst trading in the Middle East edges closer to normality, the balance 

has moved back to retail stores, but digital growth has been phenomenal with digital platforms still 

driving double the sales to the previous year in most cases. Whilst it represents approximately 10% 

of Company X sales, the organisation is as focused as ever in growing this considerably over the 

coming years and the engagement in that growth has certainly been resurged post COVID-19. 

 

Change in leadership has refocused Company X on profitability. Resizing real estate store plans has 

been a recent key focus to drive the balance of required footprint alongside a growing digital base to 

drive a future proof profitable model.  Key decisions have been taken regarding structures, brand exit 

and expansion and key investment decisions to move forwards but from a digital transformation 

perspective, the vision is still not transparent through the organisation and certainly the road map to 

get there feels unaligned and requires further focus. As well as this Company X now must deal with 

a more aggressive competitive landscape driven by an internal pureplay operation which separated 

from Company X recently, local retailers who have started to catch up on their own digital 

transformation journeys and well-known international operations focusing on the Middle East as a 

key growth territory. From understanding data collected and the literature, digital transformation was 

now being seen in the company as something completely different to previous business change and 

management decisions. Digital transformation would continue to drive change continuously across 

the business and the tag line “Digital Drives Change” became the underlying undercurrent of change 

decisions. 

 

Outside of trading online platforms, other areas of the business have also developed digitally. Again, 

a result of COVID-19, today office capacities are operating at fifty percent, meaning remote working 

continues to part of the normal working week. It remains to be seen, if this is the start of a more 

flexible working culture for Company X. Many employees are now expectant of this culture, and it 

presents an opportunity for Company X to put digital at the heart of how they operate which has 

proven to be highly efficient during difficult circumstances, not to mention a new talent pool that 
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could be at Company X’s disposal if we start to truly embrace these cultural changes. Movements 

like these have really challenged a very traditional brick and mortar retail operation to really think 

about existing policies and procedures in a new light. This continues to be hard for Company X to 

break through the thinking of how we have always operated to move at pace to what is required; 

however they are open to change and heightened digital transformation throughout the organisation. 

There are many challenges and transformation need that lie ahead in order to really equip Company 

X for a truly digital world, making this study findings relevant to support with strategic plans for the 

future. 

 

4.2 Existing Digitisation Experience 

 

Cycle 1 of the data collection used interviews in order to understand what could be learnt from the 

digitisation experience of the last three years through the experiences of current and past employees 

of Company X. Findings will be discussed with reference to the key themes identified as part of this 

research cycle. As a reminder these were: 

 

• Technology 

• Financial Means 

• Company Culture 

• Company Vision 

• Talent Management 

• Knowledge and Training 

• Change Management 

• Performance Indicators 

• Customer Focus 

 

Each theme will be discussed in relation to understanding the current experience, potential future 

strategies and challenges these strategies may face during implementation. 

 

4.2.1 Technology 

 

Technology as an existing digitised experience was a very emotive topic in the interview process. 

There were various references to the systems used within Company X that were not fit for purpose 

or tasks that still required heavily on manual processes. There was a general view that poor decisions 

have been made in technology choices and resulted in continued need for upgrades which in turn 
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needs additional investment spend or more manpower to offset. Participants that were still in the 

company cited manual workload and lack of systematic support as frustrations at their time in the 

company, with colleagues still in Company X focused on technology ineffectiveness and how 

difficult it is to get sign off for technology change. One of the participants stated in support that “The 

limitations of what our systems can do has really impacted how I work. We have poor platforms and 

older systems which are holding us back in growing faster. We have outgrown the tech in my view, 

and we continue to need to ask for more people to offset what we are missing”. These issues being 

said, several of the interviewees did regard Company X digital transformation journey as being ahead 

of the market competition and acknowledged that when COVID-19 started, Company X were able 

to react faster because of their position in the market over others which drove a quicker recovery to 

stabilisation and was a key strategy for future business growth. 

 

4.2.2 Financial Means 

 

Digital transformation requires commitment to investment was an aligned view from the interview 

cycle, however, participants had three differing points of view, dependent on the area of the business 

they worked in.  Commercial leaders who were more store focussed, cited the high cost of digital 

investment which often came at the expense of stores. There was a feeling of frustration that digital 

transformation hadn’t really progressed much outside of trading digital platforms and there was little 

to be seen in terms of digital touchpoints in stores. It was felt that that was an area, that if it was 

focussed upon could give a competitive edge in the market if invested in, however, the focus for right 

now was really getting sign off for refurbishment activity.  This focus on digital investment, also 

became intrinsically linked to company culture which will be discussed in section 4.2.3. 

 

Digital focussed participants very much felt that financing was restricted and not enough to really 

fuel growth. There was a view that the investment was seen too much as a “one off” investment 

likened to a new store which you would refurbish five years later. The reality for the digital team 

was that financing is needed frequently to keep up with the latest developments to keep maturing, 

over being stagnated, and left behind. Too often, they indicated that sales growth was being restricted 

based on the lack of appetite to invest more and a continued focus on cutting costs.   When discussing 

how financial performance was measured within Company X, another participant stated that 

“Explaining financial performance has been a challenge internally, the expectations are high, but 

the reality is in the infancy of commerce launch there won’t be immediate profit and costs are high 

to acquire customers, It is about the lifetime value that customer will bring once acquired which 

cannot be captured on a snapshot P&L”.  Whilst finance could really empathise with both sides of 
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the commentary and did later reference that they needed more support to upskill their financial 

acumen to best support a new business channel within the business, as a function they really are 

caught in the middle of the transformation. Tech solutioning is always a difficult financial roadmap. 

Often, I have seen solutions down scaled to minimise cost but with the same expectation of sales of 

a premium tech adoption. Given the financial hardship the business has faced in totality over the last 

few years, pressure has been there for Company X to find a way to cut costs as well as drive growth 

which isn’t an easy balance to derive and continues to be the key focus, however, the true return on 

investment is difficult to understand when from the outset compromises are made. 

  

4.2.3 Company Culture 

 

Company X company culture was referenced in several interviews as not being as strong as it used 

to be.  Many of the participants had been in Company X a long time and seen a lot of change and 

recently restructures that came with financial instability.  This tied with the focus on digital 

investment which was highlighted in section 4.2.2 had driven resentment to the digital change which 

impacted the overall culture of the organisation. This situation was described being driven by poor 

decision making by a participant; “Some of the decisions made led to a “them” and “us” culture 

between physical and digital retail, which led to resentment especially given the costly nature of a 

digital start up”. This view was shared by multiple participants, who clearly feel that digital 

employees are often prioritised over other functions. This was caused based on some poor decision 

making; a new more forward-thinking work environment with open creativity spaces was created for 

them on a separate floor creating a physical barrier between the channels; during company-wide pay 

cuts during COVID-19 Digital teams were not impacted causing resentment from other departments; 

and overall, more flexible working conditions became open to digital employees only. Non digital 

participants believe that negative perception of these changes has had a direct impact on the culture 

of the organisation. 

 

From a digital participant perspective, it was referenced that whilst it was frustrating for them within 

the culture to be seen in this light, it was also difficult for them to work within these negative 

perceptions.  It was suggested that there was a feeling of guilt for what was regarded as “preferential” 

treatment on salary positions and working conditions. This coupled with the fact that several 

restructures had occurred directly impacting the digital team had made the transformation challenged. 

There was a feeling that at various points that Company X really didn’t know where to place a digital 

channel; separate operations driven by a digital lead or within current commercial operations joined 

with physical store retail. Over the past three years, digital have been separated, combined, and now 
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separated again all under different leaderships which have driven not only cultural divide but 

indicates the vision for digital transformation has changed course throughout the years which will be 

discussed further in section 4.2.4. 

 

4.2.4 Company Vision 

 

When discussing the vision for digital transformation; surprisingly only one participant referenced 

what the vision was from the start of the transformation. Company X started out with the view that 

they weren’t going to ever be the largest retail company, but they should be the best, driven through 

seamless omnichannel customer experience. An omnichannel experience, was a vision that truly 

focussed on the customer whereby all channels and information would be completely integrated to 

provide the best customer experience possible. In reality, Company X are operating a multi-channel 

experience where the customer can successfully shop and gain information on different channels, but 

a full 360 integration still doesn’t exist. Participants were united in the fact that a vision was 

incredibly important to the success of digital transformation and driving a seamless customer 

experience but acknowledged that currently there was differing levels of understanding across the 

business on what the vision was and the strategies in place to drive future digital growth. 

 

The understanding of digital transformation being varied across Company X, could even by seen in 

the participants themselves, with each participant having a different view of what digital 

transformation is.  This suggests that there is room for further clarification on the vision of digital 

transformation for Company X to drive better alignment and direction for employees. As a reminder, 

this study defined digital transformation as “Digital transformation is a transition which is first and 

foremast a strategy that radically moves processes and business models forward, providing 

customers with easy access to products and services”. Whilst Table 6 below, illustrates the responses 

of participants when asked the question: What is Digital Transformation? 
 

Table 6 - What is Digital Transformation? 

Participant Interview Response 
 
Participant 1: Gill 
 
 
 
 
 
Participant 2: Ollie 
 
 
 
 

 
“Digital Transformation is the concept of technology and people 
adapting as times progress. COVID 19 has proven that digital 
transformation drives the ability to provide better customer 
journeys as the situation dictates”. 
 

“Digital Transformation can be explained as driving efficiencies 
through technology. In other words, using all the digital tools 
available to create value and improve customer experiences”. 
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Participant 3: Peter 
 
 
 
 
Participant 4: Stuart 
 
 
 
 
Participant 5: Donald 
 
 
 
Participant 6: Beverly 
 
 
 
 
 
Participant 7: Roderick 
 
 
 
 
Participant 8: Carl 
 
 

“Digital Transformation is taking a bricks and mortar business 
and transforming it digitally. It especially focusses on making its 
services accessible to customers in any form, offline or online at 
any time”. 

“Digital Transformation is a change from a bricks and mortar 
business to thinking digital first to allow the customer to decide 
where they want to shop, stores or digital, giving them the 
choice”. 

“Digital Transformation is the process of repositioning a 
company, so it has integrated digital channels. Basically, moving 
from Bricks to clicks is what you often hear it being referred to”.  
 
“Digital Transformation I would define as a company moving to 
a digital form – using automation to drive efficiencies to at the 
end of the day provide better output. It allows for people and 
businesses to be more effective by freeing up time by having 
fewer manual tasks.’ 
 
“Digital Transformation is the new normal. Everything needs to 
be online to be purchased or everything needs to be accessible 
online. It is not a way of life and if people, brands are not online 
then they fall behind”. 
 
“Digital Transformation is not about e commerce, not about a 
platform which is what most people think. Its starts with a vision, 
which drives a transformative business culture and 
understanding where a company wants to get too. Setting the 
vision and the road map to successfully digitalise their 
operations”. 
 

 

Table 6 is significant in underpinning that the vision and concept of digital transformation is still not 

aligned within Company X and gives opportunity to re-establish the digital transformation vision. 

There was little reference to it being a strategy, but responses do indicate that digital transformation 

in Company X is associated with change and moving forwards which is positive, even if the 

responses are varied. Further to this, 50 percent of the participants referenced the importance of the 

customer in their responses, which indicates that Company X does have a culture that is thinking 

customer first and an understanding that digital transformation is a supportive transition to improve 

overall customer experience. Based on this, any company should ground their digital transformation 

definition with the basis of transforming digitally for the benefit of their customer, either internal or 

external dependent on the services provided showing that digital transformation is a global concept 

and materially different to other management practice which may be of a singular application. 
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4.2.5 Talent Management 

 

As the cycle moves into more people management segments, managing talent for the company was 

definitely seen as an area where greater focus was required. It was well understood that as a retail 

leader in the region, a lack of talent was a challenge faced and often external recruitment from 

international countries was needed to support digital growth as it wasn’t available in region. This 

usually meant long recruitment periods and carrying open vacancies for a substantial time. Additional 

challenge was also highlighted due to several leadership changes and re-alignment of digital 

restructures through the past three years which made it a difficult environment at times for digital 

colleagues. Participant 7 described digital knowledge as a pre-requisite moving forward; “For new 

hires coming into the company it is a must for them to have digital experience and to understand 

what can help us fill skill gaps across the business which has been a challenge”. This highlighted a 

need for better guidance on recruitment processes in the future and a better understanding on the 

talent within the business itself. There was also disappointment that previous restructuring and 

downsizing decisions on talent had been made by parties who were not the best suited to understand 

the talent or the future needs of the business. One of the participants who has now left Company X 

cited this as one of their main reasons for leaving the company as they felt people decisions was 

becoming more cost based rather than talent driven, and they would thrive in a faster paced 

environment where digital adoption is faster. 

 

Hiring new talent was going to involve a change of skill set and experience driven by digital 

transformation. Not surprisingly, when the participants were asked about key ingredients to success 

if they were advising other companies, the right talent was a frequent response. The view was that 

this needed to be either driven by new talent coming into the organisation or a strong knowledge 

upskill program which will be discussed further in section 4.2.6 for existing employees. Participants 

were clear that striking a balance here is key and introducing a few great people will not be enough 

on its own to be successful and that the process of talent management need to start with understanding 

the skills of the talent you have, the skills that are needed to fulfil the vision of the future and 

identifying what can be filled from existing talent creating growth or when and where do you need 

to go externally to complete the loop. The participants were positive that existing employees, with 

the right vision and knowledge support would be excited about further digital transformation 

strategies, as long as there was an all-inclusive approach to company change. 

 

 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 79 of 136 

 
 

4.2.6 Knowledge & Training 

 

Digital transformation for any company should generate a buzz and excitement along with potentially 

the fear of change.  Company X did initially create this buzz and what followed was people 

understandably wanting to understand how it would impact their day-to-day roles. This is where 

participants felt Company X could have been better prepared. Participant 4 describes the impact 

faced on job roles; “I think not to have peoples job roles updated was a big challenge. People 

couldn’t understand how they could develop or grow in this new and exciting part of the business. 

There was huge expectation to self-learn but we didn’t give guidance of where to look or how to start 

really at all levels”. This response wasn’t an isolated opinion, there was a general consensus amongst 

the participants that there was a lack of evaluation and planning on who would be impacted by digital 

change (ideally this should be everyone) and what would that change be. Digital colleagues were 

often then left frustrated at having to take the education of more store operations inclined individuals 

and other functions feeling left out of the change entirely. 

 

Self-development and training balance were interesting highlights in the discussions. It was clear that 

the self-reliance was heavily relied upon within Company X. With little structure to training learning 

paths, which were focussed on more operational execution over anything which poses the question 

what is the right balance? Cycle 1 raised that this was a question that needs scoping and development 

for digital transformation and visibility created for employees on how the company vision impacts 

them. However, my own personal view is that self-development is really important and not all 

knowledge can be driven by the company. Individuals should own how they want to mature into the 

organisation as it evolves and changes over time, this also comes back to talent management and 

how motivated people are within the company’s culture to just that because digital transformation is 

a journey driven by change. 

 

4.2.7 Change Management 

 

Change management was recognised by the participants as an essential component of the process. 

With regard to Company X, it was the area of disappointment I could feel the participants had about 

their journeys. Participants recognised that Company X have moved forwards, have become digitally 

active and outwardly to others look well accomplished in the digital space.  This is regarded by the 

participants as a credit to the hard work and determination of individuals within the business, over a 

slick change management program which to this day they believe is a missing component.  There 

was a change management team when this journey started however it was a bumpy start with a 
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change of leadership in its department relatively shortly after starting and then as the financial crunch 

hit, it was one of the functions that was receded. Today a small learning and development department 

of five people support the entire retail company form everything from change management to actual 

training delivery.  

 

With this organisational context its clear to understand the view of the participants and their negative 

commentary on if there was good change management support. Change management is really the 

glue that holds everything together and makes sure messages of importance resonate through the 

company and people are ready to face them head on. The impact of this was highlighted by participant 

5 “I do not think things really resonated through the business. I am sure elements of change 

management maybe were more successful in terms of those directly impacted but in terms of my own 

journey, there was no training support”. The need for change management support, participants 

directly linked to other most of the key themes of digital transformation and there was a view that 

losing such a critical department going through massive change was a significant error. It was clear 

that Company X failure to prioritise this department has had an impact and moving forward presents 

an opportunity to re-engage teams on the digital journey channelled through reinstating this 

department and supporting the importance of the work carried out to support employees. 

 

4.2.8 Performance Indicators 

 

Key Performance Indicators or (KPIs) are benchmarks companies use to measure performance within 

the company. With regard to Company X, KPIs are used to measure sales, margin, profit, and 

customer satisfaction performance most commonly.  There has been change in certain roles within 

Company X on digital penetration or sales performance, but it is not a KPI that has been put at the 

heart of the company’s performance to date. This being said, digital has grown to 10% contribution 

of the overall business, however, participants felt that better KPI development could remove barriers 

which hold the performance back. As described by participant 8 who identifies that resistance to 

change is still a factor impacting performance “We need focussed KPIs across the business that also 

gets everyone on the same page and immediately change behaviours”.  This was supported by other 

participants as an opportunity to explore, with the need to really move away from a “them” and “us” 

culture and unite the channels for the good of the customer as well as create a better working place 

environment. 

 

Several years ago, Company X added customer satisfaction to every employee’s KPIs regardless of 

role or department. Using the Net Promotor Score system (NPS), everyone was driven to move 
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customer satisfaction scores as high as possible and feedback from customers was vividly discussed 

throughout the organisation to drive actionable change.  Today this KPI, is of natural existence and 

the processes around it so it is completely possible. Unifying a KPI drives performance, 

accountability and takes the company in a change of direction. In order to really cement the 

importance of digital transformation and try and drive full engagement in the journey, several 

participants highlighted that this was needed. Today, too many people have conflicting focusses 

keeping digital transformation not as a vision but as a task that only some people are responsible for. 

This consideration could be instrumental in driving the future growth within Company X of digital 

transformation, through the impact of all employees working together to drive the same vision and 

operational goals. 

 

4.2.9 Customer Focus 

 

In any service industry, the phrase “Customer is King” is commonly expressed and remains to this 

day vital in company operations and decision making. For Company X moving into a digital trading 

environment, was of course to expand operations but it was first and foremost a drive to expand 

their customer base. Developed countries such as the US and UK had paved a path of new retailing 

and eager to expand into other territories, it was essential for Company X to drive market share in 

their home market of Dubai as well as the rest of the GCC. It was clear from the participants, that 

Company X are very passionate about the customer and their experiences. Continually across cycle 

1 of the research, the dominance of good customer feedback and actionable approach to customer 

resolution was apparent and clearly cited by participants which indicates a customer centric culture. 

This without a doubt is positive and indicates that Company X have the appetite to make decisions 

that are best for the consumer to support long term growth. 

 

Through pre-existing customer satisfaction feedback, Company X found out very quickly that 

through digital channels customer feedback was fast and to the point! If you were fast at delivering 

online purchased product satisfaction was high and delays to this were low as you would expect. 

Customer satisfaction could also be erratic based on how busy digital platforms were, or if staffing 

levels could cope with demand. It wasn’t just about delivery speed though, customers had a new 

channel to voice and comment on product assortment, quality, and pricing. Pricing was described 

by the participant 1 who worked in the commercial stores team as a focus needing attention; “One 

of the biggest challenges have been dealing with customers with pricing issues, differences between 

online and stores or prices from other countries. Customers rightly expect the best value and do not 

care if we do not operate that website or that is the price in another country, they want the same 
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item for the best price now”. This underpins the need for Company X to decide whether they are 

either a multi-channel or and omnichannel operations. This decision point really drives the pricing 

strategy for the digital channel as in a multi-channel environment, more autonomy on pricing can 

be given to the digital team. However, an omni approach needs to be exactly aligned to stores – an 

approach which is currently the aspiration of Company X but difficult to execute given the reliance 

on discounted sales for online growth. From some participants from departments that work across 

both channels such as merchandising and finance, there was a view that it was becoming more and 

more difficult to keep everyone happy with regards to pricing models and that a more strategic 

direction is needed in the future to again align and put the best interests of the customer first whilst 

minimising financial impacts. 

 

4.3 Future Strategy Development 

 

Cycle 2 of the data collection used a focus group in order to discuss and develop strategies to support 

Company X’s digital transformation and how they could be implemented on the same key themes 

discussed previously. Cycle 2 was crucial in moving the data collection from understanding to derive 

actionable knowledge. 

 

4.3.1 Technology 

 

With regard to Technology and cycle 1 findings of slow, poor decision-making cycle 2 which 

involved a focus group concentrated on discussing the question How do we improve our technology 

process? Cycle 2 found that the key to answering this question would be attributing better ownership. 

The participants felt that that the reason why the technology decision making process was ineffective 

was down to the fact there was no clear owner of the technology long range plan specific to the 

business requirements. The group felt that senior leadership needed to take more ownership in this 

area, rather than it being driven by IT teams to make sure the business priorities are aligned and 

reduce the divergence and IT solo operations currently being faced. Participant 4 spoke passionately 

about the need for the above; “Right now, we are treading water and patching technology as and 

when problems arise, and we have trading websites that are ineffective. What we really need is a 

business owner who is responsible for technology advancements based on customer experience and 

sales potential, not driven by IT departments who are too far removed from what is required”. 

Company X historically has used external consulting services to deliver technology change, with the 

downside being little post implementation support and lack of internal understanding on how to 

manage enhancements on the same applications. 
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As well as ownership and creation of a long-range plan, there was a strong desire for this plan to be 

implemented with a realistic view of timeline for developments and the need for consistency in 

leadership. The participants spoke of continual change over the last few years and the need realism 

across the business. Participant 2 remarked “We are renowned for celebrating speed in our business. 

The truth is it is a false economy and while it is great to be agile, a common buzzword used, the real 

need is for consistent leadership, efficient and effective technology implementations”.  From the 

discussions, it was clear that previous implementations had really never hit the mark of effectiveness 

required and many of the participants spend considerable time in their day looking for solutions to 

problems caused by lack of vision in technology road mapping. This along with the need for greater 

business involvement would need to be a key focus moving forwards. 

 

4.3.2 Financial Means 

 

Closely linked to Technology, cycle 2 discussions on financial means centred on technology 

investment and discussing How do we approach financing technology for business change? 

Participants echoed that if ownership and technology road mapping through a long-term plan was 

implemented as suggested in 4.3.1, the scope of what is required financially would be better 

understood. Due to the reactiveness of the current situation, financing is a challenge as requests are 

usually more of an unplanned nature and missing from long term financing plans. This results in the 

needs of the customer being deprioritised based on a cost- based conversation which are often lengthy 

and slow to be resolved, ultimately missing a window of sales growth potential. There are steering 

committees currently happening which give an opportunity for investment approval, but the big 

change here would be to commit to a technology roadmap and the financing needed to implement to 

a desired level, often this is a compromise with the focus on speed over quality as previously 

highlighted. 

 

Furthermore, it was raised by several participants that financing considerations needs to be viewed 

with an omnichannel focus. Right now, digital driven costs are associated to digital and store-based 

costs associated to stores. This view results in the false pretence that digital investment does not 

support store sales, where in the reality digital marketing and technology investments strengthen the 

customer experience across all channels. The current reality is a huge disparity between digital and 

store profitability reporting with digital channels less likely to be in a profitable position due to full 

cost accountability.  With this is mind, a change of financial reporting model is required. Participant 

2 supported “We need to think Omni and not location, right now I spend twenty percent of my net 
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sales contacting customers, not all of them will transact online – many will choose to visit stores and 

purchase there which is completely the point. We want to drive 360 customer behaviours as we know 

customers spend more across all channels, making it even more important to view our business in 

the same way to understand our true financial performance”. 

 

4.3.3 Company Culture 

 

Cycle 2 discussions on company culture first and foremost indicated the need for a strong company 

vision which will be discussed in section 4.3.4. Once this vision is in place, participants indicated 

several key requirements to support answering how to improve the current culture of the business? 

Within the cycle this was a topic of great discussion and engagement overall and participants were 

aligned that growth and development was key to embracing a transformative digitally focussed 

culture. In order to implement this, it was identified that key areas would need to be revisited to 

incorporate digital considerations. Job role specifications would need to be reviewed and rewritten 

based on the understanding of how every employee contributes to digital transformation.  The type 

of role individuals play in the transformation would have to be clear as it would differ dependent on 

the role within the company and may vary from driving sales on a digital platform; reviewing and 

automating existing processes; incorporating digital mediums into customer journeys to name a few 

to emphasise that it is not just to be focussed on online website sales and specific to the role you 

carry out in the organisation. 

 

With a review on job roles, a review on KPIs to support these job roles and drive the vision of the 

company would also be a key implementation step.  Participant 1 stated “Culture will improve if we 

are all moving in the same direction, working towards the same goals and that only happens when 

those focuses are clear. Right now, they are muddled and as an organisation we lack accountability; 

clearly specified job roles with KPI focuses should really set us up for success”. When asked on the 

accountability of company culture, the participants were unanimous that all individuals are 

contributors of company culture, but Human Resources are needed to speak for the people and be a 

connection between teams and leadership on how to improve where they work. Clear 

accountabilities, job role descriptions and KPIs would allow for pathways of growth to be easily 

identifiable and implement a culture where people are central to digital transformation success, 

moving away from a reliance on technology implementation as the key focus. One of the participants 

made this view clear “Digital transformation is usually discussed with regard to technology or cost 

within our company, we need to change this and refocus digital transformation based on people. 

People will move us forwards and we need a culture that promotes this”. Changing the dialogue on 
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digital transformation from costly to positively impacting people’s growth and development was the 

aligned view from the participants as necessary to improve the current culture. 

 

4.3.4 Company Vision 

 

Participants were unified in the need for a digital transformation vision. It was acknowledged that 

there may be a vision right now, but people are unaware and do not understand how it relates and 

impacts them. With this understanding cycle 2 focused on the straightforward question of How do 

we implement a vision? A simple question, that in the end delivered a simple approach explained by 

participant 9; “The vision needs to be simple, concise and easily understandable by all, regardless 

of role”.   Leadership would play a vital role in coming up with the vision and its roll out. The vision 

would need to be driven as a focal point at every possible opportunity, so it resonates at all levels 

and as discussed in section 4.3.3 be central to creating a digitally transformative culture, ultimately 

getting everyone on the same page across the company. 

 

The participants were clear that implementing a vison would also require a strong change 

management program which would need to be driven by digital transformation experts to support 

leadership in cementing the vision across the company. It was widely recognised amongst the 

participants is this is where Company X have failed in the past and presents an opportunity to move 

forwards with this department reinstated with a clear vision; technology road map and people focus 

to support which should prove to be an effective focus for change management principles. One 

participant attributed the lack of change management to previous visions failure to take hold; “I 

remember when we first embarked on digital change, there was a vision and people to support but 

overtime the focus just slipped away. We just stopped talking about it and when change management 

teams were made redundant, so was the vision”. 

 

4.3.5 Talent Management 

 

Cycle 2 discussions on talent management focussed on discussion on the question of How do we 

approach talent management to drive the vision/culture/business growth of the company? 

Instantly, participants leapt into discussion on our current talent base and arrived at the conclusion 

that firstly we would need to understand what our current talent actually looks like. It appears, that 

some departments are better than others at talent mapping and there was a disparity across the 

business on how this was being carried out or even if it was being carried out at all in some cases. 

This presented an opportunity for a uniformed talent mapping program aimed with the view of 
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understanding current knowledge base on digital and transferable skills which would be additions to 

previous programs. It was identified here that in the absence of a change management team currently, 

Human Resources would need to take the lead on driving this across the business which has been 

absent in recent years. 

 

Along with establishing the talent base within the organisation, the future road map would need to 

identify key roles and positions that would be required with new strategic objectives and potential 

scaling up of the company. Current talent would need to be assessed for these roles with regard to 

either being currently suitable or would be suitable with adequate training support through career 

pathing followed by external recruitment needs if talent could not be pipelined internally. Recruiting 

externally, opened up some strong discussion especially from the digital department; “Its preferred 

to recruit from in region in our company but this limits us on getting the right experience. Digital 

professionals are used to remote working and flexibility and as we move forward, we will have to 

adapt to this to ensure we get the right people for the roles we need to fuel growth”. This discussion 

also presented the view that as well as understanding our current talent and their growth plans; it was 

also needed to keep focussed on the changing working landscape and the expectation of potential 

future employees in order to effectively drive future business growth. 

 

4.3.6 Knowledge & Training 

 

Naturally after Talent Mapping discussions, cycle 2 moved on to discuss knowledge and training 

with the same viewpoint on delivering business growth.  With a co-ordinated and centralised 

approach to talent mapping the company could then effectively review people with transferable skills 

into more digitally focussed roles which is absent today. As well as potentially generating excitement 

amongst colleagues at this opportunity, it also allows for further focus on understanding knowledge 

and training required to support employees. One of the participants form the learning and 

development department stated, “We need a strong Learning and Development strategy. Currently 

we react based on business need/important process changes. It is a long-complicated process as we 

aren’t following a business strategy and we need to work towards a streamlined approach to training 

rather than being reactive for the good of all employees” There was clear frustration across the 

participants from all departments that training today is very isolated and too much importance is put 

on self-learn especially in digital themes, where the content needs to be more guided and of course 

updated. Digital transformation differs from other change management projects in that it will 

continue to adapt and evolve based on the latest digital trends, technology and needs of the consumer 

requiring continual learning and development engagement, refresh, and support. 
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In order to make the implementation of training across the business, participants suggested that as 

part of the learning and development strategy a program of voluntary secondments for short periods 

of time could be introduced to give employees the opportunity and access to different areas of the 

business to enhance their skill set. This along with “buddy” programs could establish new 

connections and should not just be about digital colleagues upskilling no digital experience 

colleagues but should offer a 360 approach to retailing and be cross departmental open to all. It was 

also noted that the current learning and development department would not be able to support an 

implementation of the above on its current scale and Company X would need to support these 

programs through additional headcount, enhanced digital learning resources or reinstated change 

management resources. Whilst the financial benefit is hard to measure in these cases, the drive to 

improve the company culture and generate a growth and development centric business through 

learning will be key to achieve these objectives. 

 

4.3.7 Change Management 

 

Change management has been referenced within several of the themes discussed so far. Cycle 2 of 

the research has found that change management is vital to a digital transformation program and 

required in order to drive business growth.   Participants see change management as a key program 

that supports not only cementing a vison across the business but also supporting talent in order to 

drive a culture of organisational learning, growth, and development. One of the participants shared 

their views on change management; “We continue to save cost in areas that support development, 

change management was one of these areas and for us to really get people focussed on digital 

transformation in the future we need to show employees we are committed to support them in change 

and grow on the journey together”. Participant 6 supported; “Change is a positive thing and change 

management provides positive reinforcement to continually support business priorities”.  Both of 

these very strong statements indicate the belief that It is a vital missing component of Company X 

currently.  

 

In order to resurrect change management support through the business, the organisation will need to 

look at how to redesign the change and learning functions to meet the business needs. Most 

importantly while this organisational review is happening, leadership need to refocus and lead the 

change from top down.   The participants also felt the introduction of change champions would be a 

great introduction, once they are versed on the vision, the roadmap, and the business objectives. 

These changes should overcome some of the cultural resistance which was discussed in 4.2.3 on the 
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presences of a “them” and “us” culture between physical and digital retail.  The organisation needs 

to recognise that there is negative connotation to digital transformation currently and to break that 

down, we have to go back to the start and recourse the journey supported by a change management 

program that will resonate with employees. 

 

4.3.8 Performance Indicators 

 

Cycle 2 of the research when discussing performance indicators focussed on the question How do 

we reunite KPIs focused on the customer over the individual? From all the discussions, it was clear 

that Company X had moved forwards and were being competitive in their retailing landscape but 

there was a need to unify the organisation. Stemming from an aligned vision, Key Performance 

Indicators would be critical in changing behaviours. Currently KPIs are focussed on Sales, 

Profitability and Customer Experience based on the location/areas of business you are accountable 

for. These KPIs the participants still believe are the correct KPIs for the business, however, they need 

to be revised in a more forward-thinking way.  Could customer surveys ask if digital services were 

recommended during their visit?  How could sales staff be incentivised on digital sales? Could digital 

teams be targeted on brand success rather than just the website was some of the key questions that 

were discussed. Ultimately, all are possible it is understanding the appetite for change in this direction 

which is now the next step.  

 

In understanding this, leadership will also really have to think about current incentive schemes across 

the board as teams are aligned to different goals as per below: 

 

- Head Office (Area of Responsibility) Sales and Profitability – Digital and Stores 

- Sales Teams (Luxury Divisions) Individual Sales Achievement – Store Only 

- Sales Teams (Non-Luxury) – Store worked in Sales Achievement – Store Only 

- Digital Teams – Digital Only  

 

The participants had very engaged discussions on this point. There was a view that alignment was 

needed but not an aligned view on how to implement. This is not surprising as many companies’ 

struggle with this very area. The physical store participants view was “Our teams are paid low 

salaries, so individual and store performance incentives are really important to their take home 

monthly pay and we cannot target them on something they cannot influence”.  Whilst other 

participants, were more in favour of universal focus driven by having less reliance on incentives i.e., 

higher base salary which the physical teams felt would impact the sales line or an element of 
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inventive being based on total performance. The discussion landed on the later with the view that for 

everyone a component or a percentage of KPI/Incentive achievement could be a universal approach 

which puts the company vision at the heart of it. This would not only change behaviour due to its 

financial impact but provide actionable considerations in day to day working, especially if customer 

focus is even more of a priority. 

 

4.3.9 Customer Focus 

 

As identified in Cycle 1, Company X have a customer centric culture, however, cycle 2 drove further 

improvements to implement. Tied to incentivisation, Company X could take the steer of market 

leaders such as Apple who incentivise employees purely on customer satisfaction and brand loyalty. 

This approach could allow for the customer focus to be driven across all channels of operation rather 

than current portfolio accountability.  Participant 3 stated; “I think we are a market leader in 

customer service in this region and we should be forward thinking and set the tone for others to 

follow rather than sticking to conventional more traditional measures. Customer engagement is the 

real win”. With this approach the barrier of channel of operation is removed and opens up a truly 

omnichannel retailing environment. 

 

Moving forwards, the participants also discussed the need to get more customer feedback albeit 

through customer reviews online; instore or face to face focus groups. Technical limitations have 

been a barrier in collating customer reviews and feedback to date so a much-needed strategy to 

support future decision making. The current Net Promoter Score System used to survey customers 

who have purchased in any of Company X’s locations has provided useful to date, however, for every 

100 customers that visit only 10 actually transact so how do we understand the feedback of the 90 

that walked away? They surely present an opportunity of even higher importance to understand what 

stopped them from transacting and how as a company we can do better to make them purchase in the 

future, on any of our retail channels. Based on current customer feedback, there is a need to address 

a pricing strategy that gives full transparency across all channels to make sure the customer remains 

loyal to Company X across all channels of operation and does not go to the competition, to build a 

sustainable long term customer relationship. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 90 of 136 

 
 

4.4 Future Challenges & Barriers 

 

Cycle 3 of the data collection used a further focus group to take the outputs of cycle 2 and discuss 

what anticipated issues and challenges may be faced by these defined strategies and how they could 

be addressed in preparation. 

 

4.4.1 Technology 

 

Technology was highlighted as an area where the participants felt that needed more ownership and 

involvement from departments rather than IT leads driving the change in a silo.  This would 

inevitably create both positive and negative impacts of the business being more involved in 

technology change. The main drawback for the business would be that technological change would 

need to move at a slower pace to allow for more parties to be involved in the decision-making 

process. For Company X, who have been used to generating buzz and focus around-quick solution 

builds, i.e., take a website live in 90 days; this would be a different path which allows for more 

considered technology solution mapping deriving fit for purpose solutions which are more stable and 

drive better customer engagement from the beginning. Given Company X tech resources post go live 

get caught up on continuous fixes rather than improvements the time spent at the scoping stage is a 

crucial investment. 

 

Positive change based on the view of the customer in the long term is a key opportunity for Company 

X and whilst it may be slower to configure the correct solution and tie up more individuals from 

more departments, the participants were confident the overall solution would be better. One 

participant stated “Fifty percent of my time currently is spent on technology resolution rather than 

actually driving sales and that is just me! I know I am not alone in imagining the sales growth we 

could deliver if our energy was actually on business growth”.  This is going to be a difficult cycle to 

break, and the IT function may feel that they are being more side-lined more than usual but rather 

than implement based on a tech knowledge only, they need to get involved in understanding the 

business better.  A change management team would be key in supporting this change as it needs to 

be a collaborative engagement. The need for a voice between the business and IT will be required to 

manage both sides of continued technology road mapping and keep any issues that arise moving 

forward with resolution. 
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4.4.2 Financial Means 

 

In terms of financial means, cycle 3 of the participant findings did highlight that continued investment 

may be an issue in the future, given COVID-19 impacts and reduced financial reserves.  While this 

is a barrier, the participants were collective in their view that digital transformation is a key area to 

protect, and careful road mapping is even more important given the financial position of the company 

to continue to present to key stakeholders the rewards and growth it could drive on well thought out 

execution plans. 

 

Realistic sales aspirations were also discussed as a barrier.  The view from participants was that often 

sales aspirations of the company, require investment support but often the investment support is 

reduced but the sales aspiration remains. If funding is going to be minimised, then sales expectation 

will also need to be revisited to be realistic. If this does not happen, employees will become 

demotivated with the sales objectives being set and cause negativity. Participant 2 mentioned “I feel 

that physical stores sales objectives are becoming more realistic as digital presence continues to 

grow in the region, however, digital targets are aggressive, and we spend most of our time asking 

for funding to achieve these sales when really we need greater autonomy to manage spends as we 

see right to hit the numbers”. Giving leaders more flexibility on how they spend money, would not 

only give them more accountability in running their operations but also let the experts manage what 

investments be prioritised. 

 

4.4.3 Company Culture 

 

With regards to company culture, potential barriers that may be faced that the participants highlighted 

as the main risk would be that people leave the company. Faced with this challenge, the participants 

really discussed in depth how value can be added. Discussion came back to understanding the 

expectations from employees through employee surveys, feedback groups and anonymous 

information gathering to ensure employees have avenues to communicate how they are feeling.  The 

main point here was that the company needs to find ways to listen, learn and respond to drive a 

culture of inclusivity and respect. Even with the greatest will in the world, the participants were 

realistic that there would be causalities of change. Participant 2 spoke of the impacts on culture; “For 

the culture of the company to be progressive, we need the right people on the bus who want to be 

part of the journey. People staying in the company, not on board will not only impact performance 

but also create a negative culture”. Keen to steer away from negative connotations, the participants 
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aligned that reflexive communication and open forums would be key to drive a positive work 

environment. 

 

In addition, recruitment was also referenced as being key to underpin the culture that Company X 

would want to create. Bringing in fresh talent who are aligned to the companies’ values would need 

to be a key focus of recruitment drives going forward and the use of specialist recruitment services 

may be required for certain positions to make sure the culture and vision of the company can be 

supported fully. It is worth noting here that Company X several years ago were very focused on 

company values as part of everyday recognition, but this has lacked presence over recent years, with 

many new recruits not even able to tell you what they are. Resurrection of these values, would not 

only help support the culture being built but again align the organisation in a united front, making 

people accountable for actions and very clearly identifying areas of concern and need for action. 

 

4.4.4 Company Vision 

 

Cycle 2 highlighted that the vision of digital transformation meant different things to different 

employees. This creates a barrier in terms of conflicting interests. Once the vision is realigned across 

the business, the vison needs to determine the individual focuses of every department across the 

business. There will be resistance as this process happens but with a vision, focussed performance 

management and the right talent employees should feel supported to trust that the vision is the correct 

move for the company. Participant 6 described; “Visions have been temporary in the past and the 

real challenge will be to keep this one alive, throughout the years to come. With all the support 

mechanisms in place, this should make that an easier process and continue to put digital 

transformation in the spotlight”. As many existing employees will be experiencing a refocus on 

digital transformation, they may be more sceptical on the resurgence of a new vision and its perceived 

benefits. It is key here that Company X do not let this vision fade away, there needs to be continual 

updates on how the company is doing against this vision and the strategies in place to keep people 

focussed on it. 

 

Another barrier may come in the form of understanding. Company X is a multinational company so 

the vison itself to succeed needs to be simple and concise so its easily understood across the business. 

If the message is too complicated and people have to question what the vision is then the vision will 

fail. Every single colleague needs to be able to speak to the vision comfortably and know exactly 

what is expected from them to deliver it. Any misunderstanding on these two key areas will cause 

confusion and impact the success of the vision taking hold. Regular feedback, change management 
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and learning and development support will be required to understand the knowledge base around the 

vision itself and any issues. Participants felt that before any vision is shared, test pilot groups should 

be used from all areas of the company to get a sense check on the feasibility of the vision being 

proposed for use as a safety measure. 

 

4.4.5 Talent Management 

 

Managing talent moving forwards would need to be managed by collaboration with the Human 

Resources team and direct line managers, through all structure discussions.   Previous applications 

of external driven decisions, with no direct knowledge of the team should be avoided according to 

the participants so the best talent is retained.  Participant 1 spoke of previous talent decisions; 

“Restructures are tough, and I can understand the need for them to be driven on unbiased views, but 

we cannot get away from the fact that previous decisions were to the detriment of digital 

transformation and took us months to move forward positively so we need to make sure this doesn’t 

happen again and that the right talent is in the right role based on the best knowledge of peoples 

strengths”. Participants aligned that the best way to make sure that this happens was for there to be 

more dialogue internally on rising talent, potentially through enhanced recognition schemes or more 

regular engagement with leadership as potential outlets for talent to be a focus of the organisation. 

 

In addition, to achieve the best recruitment possible company policies will need to be reviewed with 

regards to flexible and remote working.  This is something that Company X has been slow to move 

forwards with as the office 9-5 mindset is very much of a traditional thinking. This will need to 

change in order for the best talent to support their business priorities to be achieved. The biggest 

threat to the company is that existing and potential new talent will be attracted to other competitors 

in region who are already responding to the changing office working dynamic.  COVID-19 has 

proven that remote working is possible so the test has already been concluded, barriers only remain 

in terms of archaic policies and thought on how businesses should operate. To break down these 

barriers leadership will need to frame policies that support the needs of their employees but showcase 

productivity levels being unaffected by change of process. Recent events can more than prove this is 

the case and good timing to make this change which is reflective of market employment hooks. 

 

4.4.6 Knowledge & Training 

 

The participants were pretty confident that there would be little resistance to introduction of more 

learning opportunities from employees within the business, it would more come down to financial 
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means highlighted in 4.4.2. This aside, it was discussed by participants that to gain full uptake, 

education would need to focus on what benefit digital transformation could bring to physical stores, 

regardless of if they have a trading website online or not. Material should focus on what digital brings 

to brand presence, awareness and how it supports driving traffic to physical stores. Participant 5 

stated “We need to drive a message that knowledge delivers return on investment throughout the 

business but most importantly supports positive change and importance of our development”. The 

participants were aligned that any resistance would come from physical retail teams who would 

potentially feel threatened by increased digital focus and that a threat to their sales potential reduced, 

hence the need for the benefits of digital to be well versed and targeted. 

 

The impact of COVID-19 on learning would also need to be considered. Classroom environments 

which the company and employees are more used too would have to go through a digital 

transformation of their own, allowing for content to be available at the individuals convenience over 

scheduled training. Participants discussed that whilst online learning was indeed necessary, people 

are often less focused on utilising their time to do it when it is not a prescribed session. In order to 

combat this, it was suggested leaders of teams would need to be very focussed on encouraging people 

to take time out of their usual workday to focus on learning and a way to understand if this is 

happening would be to have discussion sessions on the content available. These sessions would be 

key to understanding how the content was resonating with employees and also identifying any further 

gaps of knowledge employees would like support on. 

 

4.4.7 Change Management 

 

Change management barriers that were discussed centred around the actual process of getting this 

function back as a priority into the business and what to do if that doesn’t happen.  Either way, change 

management needs to be driven by everyone within the organisation but especially leaders.  Posed 

with the question How do we engage senior leadership on key topics we have discussed in 

interviews/focus groups and gain support for change? participants were clear that senior leadership 

need an open mind to listening to the issues from their teams and be able to communicate them but 

most importantly act on the feedback. Barriers to change often come from the fact that people feel 

nothing will change so what is the point of sharing feedback and participants indicated this was the 

current mood of the organisation after a tough year with personal incomes being impacted due to 

COVID-19. This can be avoided if the feedback is clearly visible with actionable insights attached. 

Participant 9 suggested “Change will happen if employees feel listened too and concerns answered. 

Having a safe environment to share regularly will really change how people feel as long as actions 



 
 

  

  
Page 95 of 136 

 
 

are seen”. The company currently do quarterly question and answer sessions, but the participants 

felt that many employees still feel uncomfortable sharing as it is a public forum with a wide audience, 

and this could be handled differently going forward. 

 

Another barrier to change which was discussed was from the perspective of the participants who 

work in physical store retail. Understanding that digital transformation was going to be the focus of 

the business as a priority, participants were concerned once again that physical stores would be held 

back to fund digital.  Whilst funding decisions was touched upon in section 4.4.2, change 

management programs need to have a 360 approach to digital transformation and not just to roll out 

a process to a specified area. Resource is definitely a current barrier to achieving this within Company 

X and needs to be addressed. However, the main message that needs to be embedded within Company 

X is that digital transformation impacts everyone, and all change management activities need to be 

built with this in mind to assure employees that everyone is moving in the same direction. 

 

4.4.8 Performance Indicators 

 

Participants felt that addressing KPIs and financial incentives within the organisation would probably 

drive the greatest challenge as over many years change has been difficult to implement. Without a 

doubt, the greatest fear of this change would come from any form of impact on people’s current 

salary or potential earnings. Company X need to be focussed that this isn’t a cost saving measure but 

an opportunity to refocus everyone on what is important. If any impact on salary is a side effect of 

this change, then the vision and culture will be at risk. Participant 7 indicated “Changes in this area 

are sensitive and need to be handled by answering the question What is in it for me? across all the 

roles in the organisation to get people on board”. The aim here will be to reduce any barrier to the 

change by making the final outcomes fair and motivational. 

 

There was also a view that changes to KPIs may need to be staggered and not as a big launch at one 

time. Participants felt that following pilot programs with no financial bearing but accountability 

maybe a good way to avoid resistance and suggested starting with store management, digital trading 

teams and head office staff as pilot programs.  Then by deploying listening groups we would be able 

to understand how any change performs and how we can improve things further. This may result in 

a slower roll out, but participants indicated that the KPI and incentive culture in Company X is so 

important to performance that its crucial to get right and high performers in particular who will be 

resistant to any change. Engaging these individuals in the process will be key to safeguard overall 

business performance. 
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4.4.9 Customer Focus 

 

Cycle 2 identified the need for Company X to decide whether they want to be a multi-channel or 

omnichannel operation as a key decision point in order to fully give the customer focus that is 

required.  This will undoubtably one of the hardest decisions and create lots of discussion across the 

business. The biggest challenge in this discussion is going to be driven by financial considerations. 

Today, an item in a physical store can be sold for up to 20 percent more expensive than the retail 

price online. This creates very different profit margin actuals and almost creates and internal pricing 

war between online and physical stores selling the same products in the same region to the same 

customers. Participant 3 stated “It is only a matter of time before more customers become digitally 

aware in the region and refuse to pay prices that are more expensive in stores. They will search 

online for the best value price including other countries, we must realise that we need to give 

customers what they are looking for”.  The reality of selling out at aligned international retail prices 

across the business, requires physical retail to increase their top line by twenty percent to compensate 

for cash margin loss and the challenge here is with the same traffic coming into stores, physical retail 

believe this isn’t possible. Digital teams are trying to be competitive with other well-established 

online retailers and having to offer additional discounts to convert customers, so the cycle of conflict 

continues.  

 

Becoming omnichannel would mean aligned sell out retails across the business. The participants 

believe that this needs to happen to showcase to customers we are giving them the best value and 

being a market leader with complete visibility on pricing.  As time has progressed feedback has 

picked up instore on dissatisfaction with pricing and especially in smaller territories such as Kuwait, 

stores are having to price match not only our own internal digital channels but also the competition. 

With this being said and given the need to increase the top line to offset margin loss, the participants 

suggest that a pricing trial will be needed to prove any change in pricing strategy. One participant 

stated “It is going to be difficult to persuade finance and senior leaders that lowering pricing is the 

best strategy as we will need to drive additional volume. We will need to trial some key brands and 

make a change; market well and then analyse the results before we can make a wider decision”. This 

approach will hopefully breakdown barriers and resistance if on a smaller scale as a test and allow 

for future decisions to be based on factual analytical performance based on customer conversion, 

rather than emotional thought. 
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4.5 Learning Experience Outcomes 

 

This study set clear objectives of what it wanted to achieve, as a reminder they are listed below: 

 

• What can be learnt from the digitization experience of the last three years? 

• What strategies can and should be developed towards digital transformation? 

• How can these strategies be implemented? 

• What anticipated issues/challenges may be faced and how can they be addressed? 

• What can be learnt from the overall action research experience? 

  

These aims were set with the aim of delivering an action research-based framework for Company X to 

support their digital transformation journey.  Company X has made successful progress with digital 

transformation over the last three years but there still remains huge potential for further improvement 

and focus across the organisation.  From the three cycles of data collection, the study has found that 

several key themes of focus are needed for any digital transformation to be successful. Within these 

themes potential strategies are proposed with a view on implementation tactics and awareness on 

potential barriers to consider have been documented. These are summarised in Table 7 below. 
 

Table 7- Implementation Themes, Strategies and Barriers 

Theme Strategies Implementation Barriers 
 
Technology 
 
 
 
 
Financial Means 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company 
Culture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Vision 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Clear Technology Road Map/Long Range Plan 
based on Business Priorities (full 360 
approach inclusive of physical stores and 
online); Full Data clean up required 
 
Understand the full longer-term scope of what 
the future requirements are for both stores and 
digital operations. 
 
 
 
 
Create a people, growth and development 
focussed culture that cements digital 
transformation as the foundation. 
 
 
 
 
 
Snr Leadership to redefine the digital vision 
and create awareness across all levels of the 
company in a simple and concise way. 
 
 
 
 

 
Ownership and 
accountability 
defined; realistic 
timelines set 
 
Consider frequency of 
investments with less 
of a one-off approach; 
sales aspirations 
linked to investments 
 
 
Revisit employee Job 
specifications to be 
digitally inclusive; 
review KPIs and have 
clear accountabilities 
that tie back to the 
company vision. 
 
Consider the 
reintroduction of a 
change management 
team with digital 
transformation 
experts; pilot 
programs to test any 

 
Time (slower pace); 
funding; Data share 
with other parts of the 
business; resource 
 
Current financial 
position; appetite to 
fund; lack of flexibility 
on spend decision 
making; un-realistic 
sales expectations 
 
Employees who are 
not aligned may leave 
the company; change 
of recruitment strategy 
also required and may 
take time to adjust too. 
 
 
Resistance to change 
from existing 
employees; keeping 
the vision alive; poor 
visibility on 
performance. 
 



 
 

  

  
Page 98 of 136 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Talent 
Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge and 
Training 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Change 
Management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Performance 
Indicators 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Customer Focus 

 
 
 
 
 
Create a centralised talent mapping matrix of 
all current employees and future roles needed 
to identify talent gaps for the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Develop a learning and development strategy 
that supports the future aspirations of the 
company with a 360-degree retail lens. 
 
 
 
 
 
Reintroduce change management as a 
meaningful department within the organisation 
to support Digital transformation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduce aligned performance indicators that 
put the digital transformation vision at the 
heart of the business. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Understand how to gain more customer 
feedback from the customers who do not 
transact to further enhance the customer 
experience and enhance CRM to communicate 
more effectively to customers 

proposed vision; 
continuous reporting 
on performance 
against the vision set. 
 
HR to standardise 
approach to talent 
mapping; alignment 
with leaders on what 
the future needs are; 
re-evaluate the 
recruitment process 
and identify changes 
needed to meet the 
changing work 
landscape. 
 
Review high potential 
employees with 
transferable skills and 
digital aspirations; 
introduce internal 
secondments/buddy 
programs. 
 
New team potentially 
merged into Learning 
and Development; 
change champions 
throughout the 
company; need for 
leadership 
accountability to 
change. 
 
Review current 
earning scales and 
understand how to 
impact a new vision 
which maintains the 
earning power of 
individuals but 
maximises the vision; 
Trial and get feedback 
before full launches 
through a reflexive 
approach to achieve a 
fair and motivational 
result. 
 
Review incentives 
based on complete 
customer experience 
regardless of channel; 
pricing trials to test 
financial impacts on 
current customer 
feedback; reporting on 
trial performance; 
identify new channels 
of customer feedback 
for actions and CRM 
Strategy 

 
 
 
 
 
Slow response to 
market recruitment 
changes – i.e., remote, 
flexible workings; 
different levels of 
talent mapping 
expertise in the 
company. 
 
 
 
 
Financial support for 
learning programs; 
resource; Covid 19 
learning adaptation. 
 
 
 
 
Financial support for 
change programs; 
resource; leadership 
support; lack of total 
retailing views. 
 
 
 
 
 
Salary impacts; 
physical and digital 
agendas; lack of 
support for 
commonality and 
change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Slow internal decision 
making on multi-
channel or 
Omnichannel 
operations; lack of 
response to customer 
feedback; financial 
impacts; poor data 
view of customer 
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These outcomes have been driven by action research practices which have allowed for the current 

position of Company X to be understood and for new knowledge to be developed directly for 

Company X’s future.  By following action research principles, it has allowed for the research to 

evoke both research and practical knowledge to simply improve practice within the organisation, 

through the involvement of Company X employees. Deriving knowledge for future adaptation, with 

employee engagement should give Company X assurance that the outcomes are not only right for 

Company X but there is also support and engagement from current employees to support delivery of 

their future objectives. Based on these key findings summarised in Table 7, Section 5 will now 

discuss the feedback of leadership within Company X on the findings and this studies 

recommendations for next steps. 
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5 Discussions & Conclusions 

5.1 Findings and Literature Link 

 

The literature identified that digital transformation requires a business strategy, that focuses on three 

key pillars: Technology, Customer, and Employees. These three pillars need to be supported by a 

strategy which encompasses the need for strong change management principles, as well as a notion 

of continuous improvement to allow for organisations to remain competitive based on the ever-

changing need of the customer. This resulted in digital transformation being defined by this study as 

“a transition which is first and foremast a strategy that radically moves processes and business 

models forward, providing customers with easy access to products and services” and digital 

transformation strategy as “needing to focus on business models, which incorporate new digital 

technologies that enhance customer experience, business operations that derive enhanced 

performance and competitive edge, driven by employees and colleagues who through talent, 

learning, and skill drive digital transformation throughout the organisation”. The literature also 

identified that the digital transformation process is a continuous state whereby digital maturity is an 

ongoing process, continuing to adapt to new trends, behaviours, visionary leadership and therefore a 

re-iterative process focused on technology, customer, and employees. This was summarised in the 

literature review in Figure 1 below pre data collection: 
 

Figure 1 (repeated) – Digital Transformation Model (pre data collection) 

 

 

 

 

Technology
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Employee

Digital 
Transformation

Digital 
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The findings, through data collection support the literature findings but further expand the key themes 

required for consideration in the digital transformation process which was the biggest difference. 

Nine key themes were identified that required exploration and discussion, Technology and Customer 

were present as determined in the literature (Fitzgerald, 2013; Hess, 2016; Stief et al. 2016; 

Bharadwaj et al. 2013) Financial Means; Company Culture, Vision and Change Management as well 

as an expansion of Employee aspects through Talent Management; Knowledge and Training and 

Performance Indicators were determined as needing further exploration within Digital 

Transformation Strategies (Kane et al. 2015;  Kreutzer et al. 2017; Hinings et al. 2018;  Westerman 

& Bonnet 2014). Based on these findings, the previous model from the literature review has been 

enhanced to showcase the findings post data collection in Figure 2 below. 

 
Figure 2 - Digital Transformation Conceptual Framework (post data collection) 

 
 

Figure 2 post data collection has given further clarity on what aspects of Technology, Customer and 

Employee need focus within the digital transformation process which was not clear in Figure 1 pre 

data collection.  In addition, Figure 2 post data collection showcases that business strategy with a 

clear vision should be built on these inputs and all of this continually evolves as knew inputs come 

to light to keep digital transformation moving forward. The literature provided key debate and 

Technology
- Road Map
- Ownership/Project Lead
- Cross Functional Design

Customer
- Feedback Channels NPS
- Logistics Focus
- Channel Pricing Strategy

Employee
- Talent Management
- Recruitment
- Resource
- Knowledge and Training
- Employee KPIs

Business Strategy
- Vision
- Culture
- Financial Means
- Change Management
- Business KPIs

Digital Transformation 
& Digital Maturity



 
 

  

  
Page 102 of 136 

 
 

discussion on digital maturity on whether it was a continuous or end state (Schwerner 2017; Leipzeg 

et al. 2017). Whilst this may be debated, this study concludes that it is never an end state and will 

continually evolve along with digital transformation as time progresses. Figure 2  post data collection 

showcases the re-iterative nature of digital transformation and that digital maturity along with digital 

transformation is continuous based on developments in the key building blocks of Technology, 

Customer, Employee and Business Strategy. Each of the key building blocks highlights the key 

focusses that Company X need to consider as priority in their digital transformation journey to keep 

maturing with purpose but regardless of maturity level, end state is not considered, opposing the view 

of (Leipzeg at el. 2017). 

 

Hess et al. (2016) described the process of digital transformation strategy as the need for alignment 

on four key dimensions of implementation; use of technology; changes in value creation; structural 

changes and financial considerations, believing that addressing these four aspects, would allow 

businesses to assess their current capabilities and allow for a framework to be developed to 

implement digital transformation. This study aligns to this viewpoint but puts a greater emphasis on 

the role of key business strategy points and people considerations. This study also holds technology 

as a key focus but knows that technology cannot prosper without customer understanding, employee 

engagement and a well-defined business strategy that outlines the key business objectives before any 

technological aspects of an implementation can be considered. This cements the already defined view 

of digital transformation strategy as essentially needing to focus on business models, which 

incorporate new digital technologies that enhance customer experience, business operations that 

derive enhanced performance and competitive edge, driven by employees and colleagues who 

through talent, learning, and skill drive digital transformation throughout the organisation. 

 

The literature review supported that digital transformation requires a business strategy that needs to 

encompass strong change management principles, as well as a notion of continuous improvement to 

allow for organisations to remain competitive based on the ever-changing need of the customer 

(Westerman & Bonnet 2014; Sahu et al. 2018).  Whether digital transformation was a business 

strategy or change management process was debated in the literature (Wagner & Wagner 2019; Sing 

& Hess 2017). This study supports a greater understanding of how to implement a digital 

transformation strategy as well as considering change management as part of this implementation 

process of digital transformation strategy.  Digital transformation strategy was highlighted as 

requiring external and internal strategy focuses (Ismail, 2017). In response this study explores this in 

detail by discussing the ways of working, operational, customer and employee needs as well as 

change management practices required to support a digital transformation strategy. Within the 
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transformational model, some may argue that change management should sit under employee, 

however, this study considers it as a strategic focus to support all aspects of the business, from 

technology to customer to employee and it should not be thought of as simply an employee support 

pillar.  

 

Literature in the field discussed concepts of digital transformation but a road map really giving an 

implementation pathway was missing from existing research. This was especially noticeable in the 

MENA region, where the studies discussed focussed on big data analytics (Chong & Duan, 2009); 

barriers to digital transformation in South Africa (Dyk & Belle, 2019); pharmaceutical digital change 

(Faradi & Malik, 2020); Dubai in the digital age (Salem, 2020) and real estate considerations during 

digital transformation (Alcácer & Thaper, 2020). Whilst elements of these studies are of interest to 

my study, no study exists on discussing full digital transformation within a retail company, with a 

full discussion on all aspects required to drive a successful digital transformation implementation. It 

is my hope that this study will prompt further discussion and debate on digital transformation 

strategies to challenge and keep moving the research forwards. 

 

5.2 Actionable Knowledge 

 

Table 7 outlined the steps of strategy, implementation and potential barriers which may be faced on 

the digital transformation which will be discussed in this section. Table 8 below is an abbreviated 

version. 

 
Table 8 - Abbreviated Implementation Themes, Strategies and Barriers 

Theme Strategies Implementation Considerations 
 
Technology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Financial Means 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Clear Technology Road Map 
Priorities based long term plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Clear financial investments required to 
support future requirements. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Defined responsibilities, 
accountability and (realistic) 
timelines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Defined values and timing of 
financial inflow required. Return 
on Investments modelled to 
support. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Establish optimal 
implementation 
pace.  
 
Cross department 
data visibility. 
 
Adequate 
resources. 
 
Period of 
Financial Return 
and aligned 
expectations. 
 
Cash flow 
flexibility (pull 
from an approved 
fund). 
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Company Culture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Vision 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Talent 
Management 
 
 
 
 
Knowledge and 
Training 
 
 
 
 
 
Change 
Management 
 
 
 
 
Performance 
Indicators 
 
 
 
Customer Focus 

 
 
Clear digital transformation through 
people growth objectives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Create a clear vision based on digital 
transformation priorities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Clear people roadmap, to support 
succession and recruitment needs.  
 
 
 
 
Clear training programme defined based 
on digital transformation priorities. 
 
 
 
 
 
Clear change management presence to 
drive digital transformation. 
 
 
 
 
Clear KPI measures based on company 
vision. 
 
 
 
Clear customer loyalty strategy based on 
digital touchpoints. 

 
 
Defined job specifications, 
accountabilities and performance 
measures set. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cement the vision through 
change management practices 
and defined KPI measures. 
 
Define reporting needs to make 
performance visible to everyone. 
 
 
Define talent mapping strategies, 
leadership needs and recruitment 
adaptations to match a changing 
organisation. 
 
 
Defined transferable skills 
program to promote digital 
knowledge and learning. 
 
 
 
 
Cement change management into 
the organisation. 
 
 
 
 
Defined earning scales and bonus 
incentives based on performance. 
 
 
 
Defined customer spend cross-
channel incentives. 

 
 
Minimise change 
resistance 
through visibility 
and change team/ 
champions. 
 
Enhanced 
recruitment to 
meet new 
specifications. 
 
Minimise change 
resistance 
through visibility 
and change team/ 
champions to 
keep the vision 
alive. 
 
Establish 
competitive 
market 
recruitment 
benchmarks. 
 
Establish strong 
online learning 
tools. 
 
Adequate funding 
and resources. 
 
Cross functional 
support. 
 
Adequate funding 
and resources. 
 
Establish 
renumeration 
impacts. 
 
 
Establish one 
single view of the 
customer for 
optimal insights. 
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It is also interesting to understand how Table 8 can be illustrated showing how these themes should 

be considered in practice. Figure 3 shows this below: 
 

Figure 3 - Positive Digital Transformation In Action 

 
 

The management strategic approach, centred around the ethos of continued customer focus driven 

by the building blocks of Technology, People and Resources will drive positive impacts across the 

company. This way of working provides an approach which influences culture, vision, knowledge, 

performance and continued change will continue to evolve as the company matures through the 

digital transformation transition. 

 

5.2.1 Technology 

 

Technology is a key aspect of digital transformation, but the business strategy objectives are key in 

deriving the technology road map. The road map essentially needs to plan technology to best meet 

the business needs and should be of cross functional design with full participation from key 

departments within the business.  A key individual or department need to be responsible for delivery 

of this road map which continually should evolve based on customer, employee, and business 

direction feedback. Company X lack accountability in this area and there is a need to resolve 

ownership to ensure technology continues to move at pace but with all key inputs captured. A road 

map that successfully supports the long-term view of the business, will also give a better indication 

of financial requirements so that the funding needs are understood across the business and can be 

worked towards, rather than of a reactive nature. 
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Potential barriers to implementing a technology roadmap within Company X were highlighted as 

potentially being impacted by a lack of resource and poor data management within the company. 

Previous implementations had also been pushed based on aggressive timelines whereby all available 

resource would be assigned to a project and an aggressive timeline set. Whilst this focussed the 

organisation on a priority, often speedy roll outs over a well-planned, executed implementation often 

resulted in the need for many fixes post launch due to the rush around execution.  With a well-planned 

technology roadmap, Company X will be able to prioritise effectively based on their business 

priorities and support from a resource perspective in a much more manageable way. The use of a 

project manager alongside a CIO role would be ideal in effectively driving a sustainable roadmap 

whereby the execution is off a strong standard with less need for reactive fixing post launch. 

 

5.2.2 Financial Means 

 

The financial impacts of digital transformation are essential for Company X and there needs to be a 

full longer-term scope of what that means in terms of both store and digital operations.  Up until now 

the financial means required has also been reactive but going forward needs to have a more longer-

term approach to secure adequate funding to keep digital transformation moving. A one-off 

investment here and there will continue to drive a kick start and then stall cycle whereby it needs a 

smoother release of funds continually. To be fair, it has been an incredibly difficult period financially 

with the impacts of COVID-19 as well to consider but what COVID-19 has given companies globally 

assurance in is the need to invest in digital transformation.  Without digital operations, Company X 

would have fared much worse than actual, and It is important to remember that you can only cut 

costs so far before growth becomes impossible. 

 

Within Company X, there tends to be a highly optimistic return on investment in a short period along 

with financial investment sign offs. Not all the digital transformation activations will have an 

immediate return on investment which needs to be considered and allowances made. There needs to 

be a level of flexibility of the investment funding to deliver the intended objectives but also react to 

changing circumstances in addition without the needs for laborious approvals and meetings which 

make the process less agile.  Digital transformation is an emergent concept and whilst financial 

boundaries are needed, flexibility must remain within funds to move forwards continually.  
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5.2.3 Company Culture 

 

Creating a culture of digital transformation is a key need for Company X. To do this, Company X 

will need to revisit the roles of employees regarding the business strategy and vision. Today, job 

descriptions aged, and many have not been updated to reflect the recent digital trends and skills 

required.  It is essential that employees know what is required with them and that they are supported 

to develop skills required to support the future needs of the business.  In return, there also needs to 

be clear accountabilities so there is a performance fuelled culture where people are working to the 

same goals and driving performance through clear performance indicators.  

 

With any culture impacts and changes, there is the risk that existing people will leave. They may not 

like the direction the company is heading or be overwhelmed by changes to existing role 

accountabilities and performance measures. The majority will respond to the ask if they believe in 

the vision and business priorities set out, so the culture and vision are indistinctly linked. Visibility 

and awareness of progress of the company and individual successes will be key in creating awareness 

and cementing a performance-based culture. When bringing in new talent to the organisation, 

recruiters and leaders will need to think with the future needs in mind over what has worked well in 

the past which can also be a slow adjustment but one that is worthy of focus. 

 

5.2.4 Company Vision 

 

Creating and defining a vision which can be easily understood across the business is a key priority 

for Company X. It is only with this, that leaders can effectively drive the message through the 

business and drive engagement. Company X need to think about how this vision is simple and concise 

so that all levels of the organisation from sales colleagues to leadership understand the meaning. To 

support this implementation, bringing in a change management or digital transformation team may 

be necessary so that keeping the vision alive remains a key focus of change.  Along with this, 

introducing change champions and again regular visibility of how the company is doing will be key. 

 

With any major change in an organisation, there will be elements of resistance. Usually this is due to 

a lack of understanding of the vision itself or what an employee must do to contribute. Making sure 

teams are supported and have an open forum to discuss the vision and its impacts will be key to 

making sure that employees feel part of the overall change and are a contributor to its 

implementation.  If it becomes just a cascade with no involvement from the team, then the message 
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will feel corporate and stale. A digital transformation vision should be exciting and set the tone for 

new ways of thinking and methods of working which encourages creative and critical thinking to 

drive improvements for the company. 

 

5.2.5 Talent Management 

 

Creating a centralised talent mapping matrix across the organisation was a key need identified to not 

only contribute to a people focused culture but safeguard the longevity of Company X’s aspirations. 

Human Resources actively reviewing the talent against the business strategy would undoubtably 

highlight any future role requirements, skill gaps and key seats to protect within the organisation. To 

implement this well, Company X will need to have strong collaborative relationships between the 

Human Resource department and senior leaders to align on the future skill requirements based on 

revised job roles and the changing landscape to ensure Company X is best protected for the future. 

As well as this the organisation will rely on Human Resources to feedback what future employees 

are looking for in the market so that the hiring offers remain competitive and benchmarked 

favourably against the competitive landscape, who are also driving digital transformation in the 

region. 

 

For implementation to be successful, a standardised approach will need to be put into practice across 

the organisation whereby performance ratings are easily understood.  All managerial levels will need 

to be contributors to this exercise to get the maximum output.  Given Company X has a workforce 

with little digital transformation experience, it will be essential to understand who has skills that 

indeed could be transferable and be an asset to the digital focus being set out. Only once this has 

been completed, can recruitment needs be fully understood but it will be essential for Company X to 

understand the market recruitment needs. Post COVID-19, people are looking for greater flexibility, 

remote working policies and peripheral benefits which are not just base competitive salaries. Given 

the lack of expertise in the market, Company X are going to have to be open minding to work with 

talent out of the region in a progressive recruitment stance to bring in enhanced knowledge and 

skillset. 

 

5.2.6 Knowledge and Training 

 

A learning and development strategy will need to be implemented to support the strategic objectives 

of Company X.  Historically development has been focussed on store sales and managerial skills but 

a more 360-degree approach to retail in a time where digital is a priority consideration. The talent 
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mapping exercise previously explained will form the basis of knowledge and training gaps required 

to equip the organisation for the future. The Learning and Development function should be able to 

build a skills roadshow and map the key learning points required by area of the business. There will 

be areas where the whole organisation will need learning support, especially around the vison; 

mission statement and pillars identified to support the overall strategy. This along with performance 

visibility will be needed to train and drive understanding across the business for maximum impact.  

 

The Learning and Development team within Company X is a small team and resource is going to be 

an issue. Leaders through train the trainer schemes will be of great importance to spread knowledge 

as well as investment in digital tool which can support training remotely as well as automate learning 

performance. Using technology to effectively upskill teams should be considered as part of the 

overall technology road map to ensure learning is not assumed to be delivered face to face and it will 

be for leaders and change management specialists to drive engagement into these platforms to 

support the overall vision and close any skill gaps identified in the talent mapping process. 

 

5.2.7 Change Management 

 

Change management specialists would-be well-placed addition to the Company X team. Although 

there is some negative connotation to their introduction from experience, it is hard to see how 

Company X can navigate this journey without expertise in this field. Re-introducing the role into 

learning and development or a digital transformation department would provide a centralised 

custodian of the journey, its outlook, progress, and re-iterative learnings to course correct as the 

company moves forwards. For this to be successful, leadership are going to have to buy into the fact 

that a change management focus is required to support the vision and strategy but also to show 

employees they have an outlet for their opinions and thoughts to be considered. Change managers 

are experts in navigating resistance and empowering employees to drive visions into reality. If 

Company X chose to foresee this part of the digital transformation process, my fear is that the journey 

will become less people focussed and once again be driven by technology solutions rather than a 

fully integrated approach considering all the aspects identified in Figure 2 post data collection. 

 

5.2.8 Performance Indicators 

 

The vision and strategic goals that are set for Company X will need a clear set of performance 

indicators to measure constant performance on how we are doing. With a vision that puts digital 

transformation at the heart of the business, employees will need a clear understanding of how they 



 
 

  

  
Page 110 of 136 

 
 

contribute to this vision through well-developed performance indicators. Within Company X, 

earning potential is driven by the current KPIs so any new KPIs developed will need to account for 

this to ensure that the vision implementation is positively received. Implementing any changes 

through a trial approach may be a good idea to get feedback, make tweaks and involve key colleagues 

in the decision process to assist with influencing change positively. 

 

To break down future barriers KPIs will need to bring the organisation together to drive efficient 

operations and successful change so silo agendas will need to be removed to effectively move 

forward as one. This again reiterates the need for a strong vision that brings the organisation together, 

removing the “them” and “us” context that was indicated in the data collection process as being 

replicative of the current situation. Simply put, KPIs drive behaviour so the KPIs set need to be 

structured to implement the behaviours Company X wish to represent. This sort of change can also 

be difficult to navigate, so leadership will need to be equipped to handle employee resistance and be 

sure of the benefits these KPI changes will not only bring to the company but the employee 

themselves. 

 

5.2.9 Customer Focus 

 

Customer focus identified the need to gain more knowledge on customer insights on those customers 

that decide not to transact with Company X. By understanding these customers concerns, more 

actionable strategies can be developed in order to strengthen customer loyalty. From what has been 

identified today through Company X’s Net Promoter System, continued focus on logistics is needed 

to continue enhancing customer feedback but Company X need to make some key decisions on their 

approach to item pricing. This will be driven by their approach to pricing against competition versus 

internal alignment and will need to give the customer what is expected. Aligning pricing to the 

competition inclusive of their own physical channels will require additional revenue in order to offset 

margin loss. The gains for the digital channel are expected, however, the key question will be if the 

physical stores can drive additional sales on a lower price model with potential the same or declining 

traffic base. Given the risk of this strategy, trials of a smaller scale will need to be carried out to 

determine if the uplifts in sales are possible from an omnichannel perspective.  

 

Potential barriers in understanding the consumer better for Company X really come from having a 

poor view of customer data today. There needs to be a strong clean up in customer data management 

so that customer relationship management can effectively drive customer loyalty through 

personalised marketing solutions. Along with this, to drive a one view of the customer aspect across 
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the organisation, financial rewards and incentives will need to be reviewed to deliver focussed 

customer engagement. Without aligning this with changes in approach to pricing, customer journeys 

and interactions then Company X will continue to operate as a multi-channel retailer and not bring 

an omnichannel view to light. 

 

5.3 Organisation Feedback 

 

The findings of this study were presented back to the organisation in July 2021. Table 7 was shared 

as a pre read to a focus group session, along with the conceptual framework of digital transformation 

pose data collection with several vice presidents and the CEO.  The leadership team acknowledged 

that this study was extremely relevant to the challenges the organisation was facing right now and 

were keen to discuss the findings on the key pillars identified in the conceptual framework of 

Business Strategy; Technology; Customer and Employee. 

 

5.3.1 Business Strategy 

 

Discussing the feedback on business strategy with the senior leadership team was enlightening in 

that the conceptual model did capture the essence of what the business needed to do. There was a 

commonality in response that showed alignment that there was a broad strategy to achieve digital 

transformation but many of the how elements were yet to be defined.  When posed with the feedback 

that the digital transformation vision was lacking and unrecognised outside of their circle, there was 

acknowledgment that as a leadership team they needed to do a better job of bringing colleagues of 

different levels into strategy discussions and sharing the strategy with teams to derive maximum 

benefit to the business.  The how to do this part was still the unknown and when I positioned the 

concept of change management support it was met with mixed views.  There was a negative 

connotation to this based on the feeling that change management managers or functions have never 

been perceived in the past to add value to the organisation, resulting in its removal so there was 

nervousness around bringing this back but alignment that a people focus within the company was 

incredibly important. 

 

Healthy debates towards digital transformation strategy were visible in the feedback sessions. The 

debate that on if digital transformation is an “end state” or “continuous” which was discussed in the 

literature review was clearly an active conversation within the leadership team of Company X. From 

discussions, the leadership team were very much divided on the topic.  Digital, finance and 

merchandise leads were supportive of a continuous view whereby Company X would continually 
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need to digitally transform as technology and customer needs evolve over time and were very vocal 

that today the Middle East was still several years behind western digital transformation journeys. 

Whereby the commercial and human resources verticals felt that there was potential to treat digital 

transformation as a project-based role over a specific period. I was directly asked for my view on 

this debate, where I supported that digital transformation was continuous and digital maturity 

alongside evolves over time, but it never really concludes. I gave them the example of how we used 

to watch movies, i.e., rent a video/DVD from a store and how that is evolved because customer 

behaviour has meant that new ways of consumption need to be found. I see no difference in the 

retail world, there will be a continued movement in consumer spending and shopping behaviours 

that companies will need to respond to stay relevant or end up obsolete, but it is going to take more 

discussion and debate to get everyone aligned on this point.  

 

The CEO shared the business strategy that the senior leadership team had been working on post my 

feedback session. A vision with mission statement and key pillars had been identified which was 

great to see.  The vision that has been defined is for Company X “to be the omni retailer partner 

and employer of choice in the Middle East” along with the mission statement of “One winning team 

delivering expert services to our partners, and exceptional experiences to our customers”.  This 

strategy session was in lightning and allowed for direct discussion and feedback with the CEO on 

next steps in terms of cascading to the wider organisation. The use of the omnichannel in the vision 

statement I highlighted as requiring clear focus points as we start to roll out across the business: 

 

- We need to be 100% clear on what omnichannel means for everyone and how do we 

engage all levels of the organisation. 

- KPIs need to have be of an omni nature to move away from channel specific 

accountabilities (for example, someone working in head office within the digital team 

needs to have some form of Total brand/company performance benchmarks, so they 

engage in every day working with omni in mind, so we move away from silo behaviours 

and break down the “them and us” culture). 

- KPIs also need to be clear for every level and job descriptions should be reviewed to ensure 

that digital and omni behaviours are incorporated.   

- Omnichannel P&L financial accountability especially now that is the key focus of the 

vision.  
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The strategic road map has evolved, and Company X are clearer in their key pillars on what is needed 

to drive digital transformation, but next steps need to focus on the detail of how these focusses can 

be implemented across the business. 

 

5.3.2 Technology 

 

Technology needs within Company X were agreed as a huge development area. Several of the leaders 

referred to technology adaptations in the business being compromised based on the need to launch 

things quickly or based on financial means. The other discussion that came to the forefront here when 

discussing feedback on the need for a clear tech road map with clear ownership and accountabilities, 

was the need for innovation.  The leadership team all had differing experiences of how to drive 

innovation through the organisation but were aligned that our current technology focus did not focus 

on this key need and indeed were not as well integrated into the business as they needed to be. From 

my experience, strategies should be built with the overall goal or objective, ideally end user 

enhancement is the aim of which tech may or may not be part of the strategic deliverables. Today, in 

this tech driven world, technology advancement is very much a building block of strategic delivery. 

Discussions moved into how this could be improved with the IT leads being introduced to business 

operations more and becoming a business partner where they work on purely understanding current 

barriers and how to work with technology to break these down, all the while focussing on the end 

customer. Effectively the consensus was that IT needed to be given a seat at the table to understand 

the directional needs of the business and work with the business going forwards. 

 

Technology barriers currently being faced by the teams, shocked the group especially when it was 

shared that nearly fifty percent of people within the digital team’s time in a day could be taken by 

fixing and finding tech workarounds. This statement wasn’t news to the Digital lead, however, their 

counterparts found it difficult to believe how bad it was and from functions not working in digital, 

there was an expectation that dealing with tech issues was merely part of their role. This 

misconception makes it understandable on some of the current barriers that exist between physical 

and digital retail teams, as there is also a clarity need at higher leadership level on how digital and 

technology teams need to work together to derive quality output. Another frustration that came up 

was that the digital team felt that when the business does tackle some of these technology issues, 

project management is usually assigned from within the business by people who have no experience 

of these type of projects meaning that precious time continues to be lost as we do not address the 

knowledge needs to drive solutions. I think this is also true of our IT teams today. Many of them 

have been with the organisation for years which drives great experience and knowledge of the current 
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platforms but the knowledge of what is needed for a transforming company is limited. All new digital 

based projects as they are a departure from the traditionally retailing model that Company X knows 

so well, pose challenges as they have not encountered before resulting in the need for patch work 

rather than fully informed delivery, with a greater reliance on digital teams to steer and upskill than 

what should be required. Whilst now the business is moving forward with a key vision in place, there 

was little clarity around the technology roadmap that would support the key initiatives and to this 

date that plan hasn’t been discussed with middle management, but they are aware of the need to 

address as part of the digital transformation roadmap. 

 

5.3.3 Employee 

 

Leadership understood that there was a clear need to rethink how employees are engaged in digital 

transformation and as a team have been focussing on KPI alignment across the business. Whilst it 

was great to understand that this was being worked upon and discussed, I also felt that an opportunity 

had been missed to engage middle management leaders in the discussions not only to drive healthy 

discussions but also to drive buy in to the final output. Some of the leadership team had engaged 

members of their team in the thought process but some hadn’t so there was an inconsistency to the 

approach, however the intent is there to simplify and streamline KPI focusses to keep customer and 

overall business performance at their core, reducing the channel specific focuses and driving digital 

and physical teams together to work as one. It was at this point that I was able to feedback on the 

cultural impacts currently being faced by teams and the very real view of a “them” and “us” divide 

between the physical and online teams. What was great to see was that the leadership team were 

themselves very aware and understanding on this point and really were very focussed on how to 

bring into play direction that drives and inclusiveness to operations and brings people together. 

Decisions of the past, regarding financial compensation and working practices they clearly couldn’t 

change but there was a commitment to the future that as we move forwards, employee culture and 

fairness would be a key component to driving their aspiration of being an employer of choice in the 

region. 

 

Human resources were very receptive to the feedback shared and I had lengthy discussions on people 

development and succession planning. They believed that to digitally transform, the HR strategies of 

the past would also need to adapt and change and as an organisation we were often confined to dated 

governance which make it difficult to be agile. This barrier in mind, there is a need to develop 

strategies that meet the governance frameworks but that support a growth and development people 

culture. Understanding our talent as an organisation was discussed as really first steps alongside the 
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business growth strategy. HR were completely aligned that this was essential for them to support 

talent needs of the future. Upskilling employees was also recognised as an area of need; however, 

HR and the rest of the leadership team did echo cost to business concerns and that while we may 

have receded to far on this, there needed to be focus on what are the key areas of people training 

investment that would bring the biggest return to the business. There is a desire to move away on the 

reliance on classroom trainings and push our digital learning platforms more and more to education 

on everything from simple policy change to role enhancement trainings. 

 

Energy focussed on people was going to be key in moving the business forward. The actions 

discussed above were moving in the right direction to support the business strategy vision “to be the 

omni retailer partner and employer of choice in the Middle East”. In general, it was felt across 

leadership that Company X used to be regarded higher in the region than it was today in terms of 

employer of choice and a full rebranding and re-emphasis on people was needed to retain and bring 

in the best talent into the business to support the future goals set out. With the organisation aligned 

on this point, work steams are already well under way to move the dial in this area and re-focus 

people’s needs within the culture of the company, factoring in the feedback from this study. 

 

5.3.4 Customer 

 

Customer at the heart of everything was the main sentiment from discussions with the leadership 

team. They were pleased to hear that the study had shown that Company X was a customer centric 

organisation but were very aware of the opportunities that lay ahead. The digital lead, newly in charge 

of customer relationship management was still struggling to map out the strategy and development 

of what is required, purely based on the complicated customer data architecture and ownerships 

currently within the business. Tasked with delivering the new customer strategy, the plan is to firstly 

understand the quick and longer-term wins needed to drive customer loyalty. Interestingly, the 

discussion turned to the different market workings. Whilst the company strives for an omnichannel 

customer experience, their view was that in this region it would need to be different between regions. 

In Dubai for example, the customer interaction between digital and stores was limited, with the online 

customer being a very different customer with different tastes. Whilst in Kuwait, a much smaller 

market the crossover shopping behaviours was much higher and omnichannel experience more 

important. This approach, conflicts with the proposed vision of an omni channel customer 

environment but the argument to this comes from the overarching need to really understand the 

customer, channel crossover and the need to tailor the relationships personally. Today, we struggle 

as an organisation to understand the basics of how customers are spending across channels, and this 
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is key to understand how to build a relationship with them where we can increase our lifetime value 

with them. 

 

Logistics and pricing strategies were debated with the senior leaders. They were very focussed that 

our logistic operations need to fulfil our customer promise which is ultimately going to be driven by 

our delivery timelines. Unlike the UK or US fashion retailing, within such small markets the real win 

is to deliver same day within finite timelines such as 1.5 or 2 hours. An incredible customer promise 

which requires seamless and efficient operations.  From our Net Promoter Score feedback, we realise 

that delivery is the most commented on topic from our customers so getting this element right is off 

even higher importance over product selection and even pricing to a certain point. This being said, 

the leadership team are very divided still over pricing strategy. Digital leads need to be competitive 

with other digital competition who ultimately complete on price and delivery, whilst physical retail 

is more focussed on brand and customer experience. There is appreciation from the leaders on that 

what we are trying to do as a company is complex, most of our competition digitally are pure play 

digital operators who do not have store needs and alignments to consider. Finding the middle ground 

on where to play and compete, is a balance that as a company we need to find our footing on. In my 

view that will only happen when all the leadership team are aligned to how this needs to be delivered, 

which from discussions still needs resolution. 

 

The vision shared by the CEO was clear that the business needed to move forward with an 

omnichannel proposition, which clearly sets the tone for the leadership teams to follow which should 

go some way in supporting the customer focuses. I think It is also important to add that the mission 

statement set out focusses on our partners and our external customers summarised as “One winning 

team delivering expert services to our partners, and exceptional experiences to our customers”.  This 

is clear that Company X needs to offer retail solutions for new brands coming into the region of an 

omni nature and operate these brands effectively to drive excellent customer experiences, and the 

only way this will happen is if one winning team is aligned on how to execute and change mindsets 

along the way. 

 

5.4 Recommendations and Conclusion 

 

This study aimed to deliver an action research-based framework for Company X to support their 

digital transformation journey.  This framework would have the potential to support other retailers 

in a similar situation, however, its primary concern is for Company X by answering the below key 

objectives: 
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- What can be learnt from the digitization experience of the last three years? 

- What strategies can and should be developed towards digital transformation? 

- How can these strategies be implemented? 

- What anticipated issues/challenges may be faced and how can they be addressed? 

- What can be learnt from the overall action research experience? 

 

As a reminder, this study views digital transformation as a comprehensive construct and defined as: 

 

“Digital transformation is a transition which is first and foremast a strategy that radically moves 

processes and business models forward, providing customers with easy access to products and 

services” 

 

The study learnt that Company X had done well in the market to move forward with digital 

transformation and be a leader in the region, however, many challenges and barriers were being 

faced, holding them back from further growth. To support and overcome these barriers, the study 

through literature, data collection and analysis composed a conceptual framework which can be 

utilised by Company X to further progress with Digital transformation in a meaningful way.  
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Figure 2 (repeated) – Digital Transformation Conceptual Framework (post data collection) 

 

 
 

Based on this framework, effective digital transformation that continues to mature was found to focus 

on Business Strategy, Technology and People – broken into Customer and Employee. These key 

pillars would be the focus of key strategies that would need to be implemented to drive digital 

transformation. Supporting this model post data collection, key strategies that would need to be 

implemented were discussed and summarised in Table 7, with anticipation of barriers that may also 

be faced on the implementation journey so they could be considered rather than reacted too at a later 

stage. 

 

In summary, implementation of several key strategies and potential challenges were addressed in this 

study, as a reminder these strategies below are key in answering the research question of How can 

Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? 

 

- Drive a Technology Road Map with priorities based long term plan. 

- Understand financial investments required to support future requirements. 

- Demonstrate a digital transformation path through people growth objectives. 

Technology
- Road Map
- Ownership/Project Lead
- Cross Functional Design

Customer
- Feedback Channels NPS
- Logistics Focus
- Channel Pricing Strategy

Employee
- Talent Management
- Recruitment
- Resource
- Knowledge and Training
- Employee KPIs

Business Strategy
- Vision
- Culture
- Financial Means
- Change Management
- Business KPIs

Digital Transformation 
& Digital Maturity
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- Ground digital transformation with a clear vision based on digital transformation 

priorities for your organisation. 

- Develop a people roadmap, to support succession and recruitment needs.  

- Provide a training programme defined based on digital transformation priorities. 

- Cement change management presence to drive digital transformation. 

- Drive performance measures based on company vision. 

- Enhance customer loyalty strategy based on digital touchpoints. 

 

By focussing on the above and bringing them to the forefront of the organisation’s objectives, this 

will drive digital transformation adoption supporting the shared goal of delivering added value to 

remain competitive, with customer focus at the centre of digital transformation adoption. 

 

5.5 Limitations and Future Research 

 

Sample size could be considered a limitation of this study. This study sampled 10 participants from 

Company X due to time constraints and participant access. To further enrich this studies results, 

increasing the sample size is an option for further research in this area. The sample was limited to a 

top down leadership approach within the organisation as these participants were exposed to strategies 

and developments being discussed, however, a future study exploring a bottom up approach to the 

study,  may offer up new insights and considerations which potentially could enrich the study further 

from a wider employee base. 

 

Another limitation that needs to be acknowledged is the complexity of Company X. Company X is 

a franchise operation that hosts various business models within its operation and not replicative of a 

one brand retail model. This should be considered when replicating this study as business complexity 

does play a significant part in results. For example, a retail organisation which doesn’t have a brick-

and-mortar presence will offer up different insights to this study as well as different industries as this 

study pertains to retail make up of physical stores and online operations. As this was an action-based 

research project for Company X the method chosen was supportive in the research aims but for other 

organisations, alternative methods of research may be deemed more suitable. 

 

Whilst this was an action-based study, it must be acknowledged that the presence of myself a 

colleague within Company X, conducting the study could have influenced responses. Responses to 

data collection could have differed if potentially I was not involved or if meetings could have been 

conducted face to face. All responses were conducted by Microsoft Teams due to COVID-19 which 
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can make it difficult to strike a repour with participants like face-to-face meetings can, which in turn 

can drive deeper discussion. The same can be said especially for focus groups which could have gone 

differently where a group is interacting in person. 

 

In addition, data on Digital Transformation in the Middle East was limited to very few studies. While 

this adds benefit in that more research is needed, for my own paper it can also be a limitation as most 

of the examples are based on developed regions who have many years’ experience in digital 

transformation implementations, where in the Middle East it is still in its infancy.  More research 

from a developing countries perspective could have added a new layer of scope to the study which 

presents itself an opportunity for further research as more and more published research becomes 

available.  

 

5.6 Personal Learning Experience 

 

In terms of my own learning, the topic of digital transformation continues to fascinate me. I have 

learned that the digital world in general is fluid, fast moving and continually evolving meaning that 

working research needs to keep responding as such. Digital transformation I view as a complicated 

journey that needs collaboration, structure, and free flowing communication cross functionally within 

organisations to drive the maximum benefit. Through this process I think my learning has become 

more open to accept change and that action research can change your trajectory many times. When I 

first started this course, I was only really interested in the merchandising aspects which impacted me 

at that time, specifically pricing and logistics. When I reflect now, I believe that this study is a much 

more well-rounded 360 approach to the topic which will reach a wider audience and give a more 

detailed view on what really impacts digital transformation.  In the future, when going through this 

research again I would spend more time on talking to people about my study internally, gaining more 

perspectives and really focus on how to communicate findings back to the business. It went well 

when I did this, and the response was positive, but I think structuring the discussions differently 

might be better rather than a simple cascade presentation with a question-and-answer session. I think 

within future implementations I would try to test more solutions faster, as the more you plan 

sometimes holds you back against the competition, so you need to find a balance of planning and 

execution to learn and learn fast. 

 

Action research I found to be very beneficial in supporting my company but also my personal growth 

within. It was very important to me that this research was visible and transparent to my work 

colleagues as I went through the process, so that it would be seen as a credible support to our internal 
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digital transformation journey. I was lucky that colleagues have been very open and honest in their 

interactions on digital transformation topics, and this has allowed me to really delve into areas of 

concern and work with teams to drive solution-based thinking through effective collaboration. I feel 

this is the main benefit of action research, as in previous studies apart from some small group work 

it was really a solo research project while action research drives involvement. This involvement 

creates buy in to solutions and makes it easier to influence change within the company as everyone 

is working towards the same goal. Of course, there are challenges and misalignments on solutions, 

but it breaks down silo work environments that many companies struggle with. The doctoral process 

required a higher level of writing style than I had experienced before which took some time to 

develop into after some time away from writing post my masters studies. The level of reflexivity and 

critiquing personally was difficult and challenging myself to continually re-write sections based on 

new thought, action outcomes or further knowledge from readings was often time consuming and 

frustrating. However, I believe the level of focus and review has driven a stronger result, which I 

personally am proud off and will deliver the research objectives of being able to support Company 

X as we move forward on this digital transformation journey. 

 

If I had to do this journey again, I would like to expand my study to include participants from all 

levels within the organisation. On many occasions when putting learnings into action, considerations 

that leadership hadn’t thought off came to light when discussing implementations with junior team 

members. They often are much closer to interactions with customers and have a great understanding 

of customer expectations and issues with current processes. Whist a store manager and commercial 

leaders were included, a greater sample in this commercial area could bring further insights to drive 

actionable knowledge. In addition, it would have been good to have included a focus group with the 

Vice President level in the company as it could have meant that I could have been included in some 

of the discussions they were having on culture and vision earlier which I feel could have benefited 

my own learning but added another layer to the study’s findings.  

 

The personal learning experience has been an incredibly rewarding journey, even though at times It 

has been incredibly difficult to balance work and study priorities whilst going through a pandemic.  

I feel very privileged to have had great support from not only my company who have continued 

throughout the process to be open to my findings but supportive of change and recommendations. 

Even though my role in the organisation primarily focuses on merchandising practices and principles, 

my studies have allowed me to work much closer in a support capacity to digital colleagues in 

bridging gaps in the business that need further enhancement and alignment with hope that soon 

leading digital change will be a cemented role within the organisation. This process has begun with 
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me personally working with the Vice President of Digital on the future road map and deriving what 

a digital transformation department would look like within the organisation with HR. This is a big 

step forwards for Company X in committing to transformation specialists within the business to 

really move towards the newly defined vision and I look forward to being a key contributor to this 

process whereby my time will now be split evenly between digital transformation and merchandising. 

As we work towards this aim within Company X which will hopefully come to reality in 2022, I look 

forward to being part of the journey professionally but also continuing to avidly research the digital 

transformation process to continue to drive and contribute to digital maturity through continuous new 

learnings to drive the performance of Company X but also to continue to add to material to the 

literature field on this subject matter.  

 

 

 

  



 
 

  

  
Page 123 of 136 

 
 

 

6 References 

 

Adelman, C. (1993) 'Kurt Lewin and the origins of action research, Education Action Research, 1(1), 

pp. 7–24. doi:10.1080/0965079930010102. 

 

Alcácer, J. and Thapar, A. (2020) ‘Majid Al Futtaim retail geographic expansion: Brick or 

click?’, Faculty & Research - Harvard Business School, pp. 1–28. 

 

Andrews, T. (2012) 'What is social constructionism?', Grounded Theory Review, 11(1), pp. 39–46. 

 

Athapaththu, H. (2016) ‘An overview of strategic management: An analysis of the concepts and the 

importance of strategic management’, International Journal of Scientific and Research Publications, 

6(2), pp. 124–127. 

 

Baird, N. (2018) What digital transformation actually means for retail. Available at: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/nikkibaird/2018/03/13/what-digital-transformation-actually-means-

for-retail/#64ca0e3c7038 (Accessed: 20 June 2020). 

 

Berman, S.J. (2012) 'Digital transformation: Opportunities to create new business models', Strategy 

and Leadership, 40(2), pp. 16–24. doi: 10.1108/10878571211209314. 

 

Bharadwaj, A., El Sawy, O., Pavlou, P. and Venkatraman, N. (2013) ‘Digital business strategy: 

Toward a next generation of insights', MIS Quarterly, 37(2), pp. 471–482. doi: 

10.25300/misq/2013/37:2.3. 

 

Bleicher, J. and Stanley, H. (2016) ‘Digitization as a catalyst for business model innovation: A three-

step approach to facilitating economic success’, Journal of Business Management, 4(2), pp. 62–72. 

 

Bloomberg, J. (2018) Digitization, digitalisation, and digital transformation: Confuse them at your 

peril. Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/jasonbloomberg/2018/04/29/digitization-

digitalization-and-digital-transformation-confuse-them-at-your-peril/#205877192f2c (Accessed: 10 

June 2020). 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 124 of 136 

 
 

Blum, F. (1955) 'Action research - A scientific approach?', Philosophy of Science, 22(1), pp. 1–7. 

doi: 10.1086/287381. 

 

Bockshecker, A., Hackstein, S. and Baumöl, U. (2018) Systematization of the term digital 

transformation and its phenomena from a socio-technical perspective – A literature review. 

Available at: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/301370048.pdf (Accessed: 16 June 2019). 

 

Bryman, A., Stephens, M. and Campo, C. (1996) ‘The importance of context: Qualitative research 

and the study of leadership’, The Leadership Quarterly, 7(3), pp. 353–370. doi: 10.1016/s1048-

9843(96)90025-9. 

 

Burnard, P., Gill, P., Stewart, K., Treasure, E. and Chadwick, B. (2008) ‘Analysing and presenting 

qualitative data’, British Dental Journal, 204(8), pp. 429–432. doi: 10.1038/sj.bdj.2008.292. 

 

Chong, J. and Duan, S. (2020) 'Understanding digital strategy for digital transformation: A review 

of literature', the 23rd Pacific Asia conference on information systems. Dubai, 20–24 June. Atlanta, 

USA: Association for Information Systems, pp. 1–12. 

 

Chopra, S. (2018) 'The evolution of omni-channel retailing and its impact on supply chains', 

Transportation Research Procedia, 30, pp. 4–13. doi: 10.1016/j.trpro.2018.09.002. 

 

Coghlan, D. and Brannick, T. (2014) Doing action research in your own organization. 2nd edn. 

London, UK: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 

Cohen, D. and Lippert, S. (1999) 'The lure of technology: Panacea or pariah?', Journal of 

Management Education, 23(6), pp. 743–746. doi: 10.1177/105256299902300611. 

 

M2 Communications (2011) Middle East retail sector forecast to 2013. Available at: https://go-gale-

com.liverpool.idm.oclc.org/ps/i.do?v=2.1&u=livuni&it=r&id=GALE|A271858149&p=ITOF&sw=

w/ (Accessed 1 Jan 2019). 

 

Creswell, J.W. (1994) Research design: qualitative and quantitative approaches. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 125 of 136 

 
 

Creswell, J.W. (2013) Steps in Conducting a Scholarly Mixed Methods Study. Available at: 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1047&context=dberspeakers/ 

(Accessed: 13 Jan 2019). 

 

Easterby-Smith, M., Jasperson, L., Thorpe, R. and Valizade, D. (2021) Management and business 

research. 10th edn. London, UK: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 

Evans, N. (2019) Digital adoption: The essential guide to digital transformation. Available at: 

https://www.digital-adoption-hub.com/news/idg-contributor-network-the-digital-transformation-

debate-its-about-people-and-technology/ (Accessed: 13 Jan 2021). 

 

Faridi, M. and Malik, M. (2020) 'Digital transformation in supply chain, challenges and opportunities 

in SMEs: A case study of Al Rumman Pharma', Emerald Emerging Markets Case Studies, 10(1), pp. 

1–16. doi: 10.1108/eemcs-05-2019-0122. 

 

Fernandez, S., Jenkins, P. and  Vieira, B. (2022) Europe's migration to digital services during 

COVID-19: Getting past the broad trends and averages. Available at: 

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/europes-digital-

migration-during-covid-19-getting-past-the-broad-trends-and-averages/ (Accessed: 20 June 2020). 

 

Fitzgerald, M., Kruschwitz, N., Bonnet, D. and Welch, M. (2013) ‘Embracing digital technology: A 

new strategic imperative’, MIT Sloan Management Review, 55(2), pp. 1–16.  

 

Ford, J. and Ford, L. (2010) 'Stop blaming resistance to change and start using it', Organizational 

Dynamics, 39(1), pp. 24–36. doi: 10.1016/j.orgdyn.2009.10.002. 

 

Fuchs, C., Barthel, P., Winter, K. and Hess, T. (2019) ‘Characterizing approaches to digital 

transformation: Development of a taxonomy of digital units’, Business Information and 

Management, 11(4), pp. 196–207. doi: 10.1365/s35764-019-00192-8. 

 

Gobble, M. (2018) 'Digital strategy and digital transformation', Research-Technology Management, 

61(5), pp. 66–71. doi: 10.1080/08956308.2018.1495969. 

 

Greenwood, D. and Levin, M. (2007) Introduction to action research. Johanneshov: MTM. 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 126 of 136 

 
 

Gupta, S. (2018) Organizational barriers to digital transformation. Master of Science thesis. KTH 

Royal Institute of Technology, Sweden. Available at: https://www.diva-

portal.org/smash/record.jsf?pid=diva2%3A1218220&dswid=-4194 (Accessed: 20 June 2020). 

 

Henriette, E., Feki, M. and Boughzala, I. (2016) 'Digital transformation challenges', the 10th 

Mediterranean Conference on Information Systems. Cyprus, 4–6 September. Cyprus, University of 

Nicosia: MCIS 2016, pp. 1–8. 

 

Herbert, L. (2017) Digital transformation. London: Bloomsbury Publishing. 

 

Hess, T., Christian, M., Benlian, A. and Wiesböck, F. (2016) ‘Options for formulating a digital 

transformation strategy’, MIS Quarterly Executive, 15(2), pp. 123–139.  

 

Hinings, B., Gegenhuber, T. and Greenwood, R. (2018) ‘Digital innovation and transformation: An 

institutional perspective’, Information and Organization, 28(1), pp. 52–61. doi: 

10.1016/j.infoandorg.2018.02.004. 

 

Ismail, M., Khater, M. and Zaki, M. (2016) 'Digital business transformation strategy: What do we 

know so far', Cambridge Service Alliance, 10, pp. 1-35.  

 

Kallio, H., Pietilä, A.M., Johnson, M. and Kangasniemi, M. (2016) ‘Systematic methodological 

review: Developing a framework for a qualitative semi‐structured interview guide’, Journal of 

Advanced Nursing, 72(12), pp. 2954–2965. doi: 10.1111/jan.13031. 

 

Kane, G.C. (2019) 'The technology fallacy', Research-Technology Management, 62(6), pp. 44–49. 

doi: 10.1080/08956308.2019.1661079. 

 

Kane, G.C., Palmer, D., Phillips, A.N., Kiron, D. and Buckley, N. (2015) ‘Strategy, not technology, 

drives digital transformation’, MIT Sloan Management Review and Deloite University Press, 14, pp. 

1–25.  

 

Kamariotou, M. and Kitsios, F. (2018) 'Decision support systems and strategic planning: Information 

technology and SMEs' performance', International Journal of Decision Support Systems, 3(1/2), pp. 

53. doi: 10.1504/ijdss.2018.10015479. 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 127 of 136 

 
 

Kreutzer, R., Neugebauer, T. and Pattloch, T. (2017) Digital business leadership: Digital 

transformation, business model innovation, agile organisation, change management. Berlin: 

Springer. 

 

Legner, C., Eymann, T., Hess, T., Matt, C., Böhmann, T. and Drews, P. (2017) ‘Digitalization: 

Opportunity and challenge for the business and information systems engineering 

community’, Business and Information Systems Engineering, 59(4), pp. 301–308. doi: 

10.1007/s12599-017-0484-2. 

 

Lucas, Jr., H., Agarwal, R., Clemons, E., El Sawy, O. and Weber, B. (2013) ‘Impactful research on 

transformational information technology: An opportunity to inform new audiences’, MIS Quarterly, 

37(2), pp. 371–382. doi:10.25300/misq/2013/37.2.03. 

 

Margiono, A. (2020) 'Digital transformation: Setting the pace', Journal of Business Strategy, 42(5), 

pp. 315–322. doi: 10.1108/jbs-11-2019-0215. 

 

Matt, C., Hess, T. and Benlian, A. (2015) ‘Digital transformation strategies’, Business and 

Information Systems Engineering, 57(5), pp. 339–343. doi: 10.1007/s12599-015-0401-5. 

 

Miles, M. and Huberman, M. (1994) Qualitative data analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications Ltd. 

 

Moore, B. (2020) 'Original sin and insider research', Action Research, 5(1), pp. 27–39. doi: 

10.1177/1476750307072874. 

 

Morakanyane, R., Grace, A.A. and O'Reilly, P. (2017) 'Conceptualizing digital transformation in 

business organizations: A systematic review of literature', Digital transformation: From connecting 

things to transforming our lives: the 30th Bled econference. Slovenia, 18–21 June. Atlanta, USA: 

Association for Information Systems, 21, pp. 428–444. 

 

Morgan, D. (1996) 'Focus groups', Annual Review of Sociology, 22(1), pp. 129–152. doi: 

10.1146/annurev.soc.22.1.129. 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 128 of 136 

 
 

Nazir, O. and Islam, J. (2017) 'Enhancing organizational commitment and employee performance 

through employee engagement', South Asian Journal of Business Studies, 6(1), pp. 98–114. doi: 

10.1108/sajbs-04-2016-0036. 

 

Ochieng, P. (2009) 'An analysis of the strengths and limitations of qualitative and quantitative 

research paradigms’, Problems of Education in the 21st Century, 13, pp. 13. 

 

Onwuegbuzie, A., Dickinson, W., Leech, N. and Zoran, A. (2009) 'A qualitative framework for 

collecting and analyzing data in focus group research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 

8(3), pp. 1–21. doi: 10.1177/160940690900800301. 

 

Orlikowski, W. (1992) 'The duality of technology: Rethinking the concept of technology in 

organizations', Organization Science, 3(3), pp. 398–427. doi: 10.1287/orsc.3.3.398. 

 

Patton, M. (1990) Qualitative research & evaluation methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications Ltd. 

 

Pope, C. (2000) 'Qualitative research in health care: Analysing qualitative data', BMJ, 320(7227), pp. 

114–116. doi: 10.1136/bmj.320.7227.114. 

 

Queirós, A., Faria, D. and  Almeida, F. (2017) 'Strengths and limitations of qualitative and 

quantitative research methods', European Journal of Education Studies, 3(9), 369–387. 

 

Rader, D. (2019) 'Digital maturity - the new competitive goal', Strategy and Leadership, 47(5), pp. 

28–35. doi: 10.1108/sl-06-2019-0084. 

 

Reason, P. and Torbert, W. (2001) 'The action turn', Concepts and Transformation, 6(1), pp. 1–37. 

doi: 10.1075/cat.6.1.02rea. 

 

Reddy, S. and Reinartz, W. (2017) 'Digital transformation and value creation: Sea change ahead', 

Gfk Marketing Intelligence Review, 9(1), pp. 10–17. doi: 10.1515/gfkmir-2017-0002. 

 

Reinartz, W., Wiegland, N. and Imschloss, M. (2018) ‘The impact of digital transformation on the 

retailing value chain’, International Journal of Research in Marketing. 36(3), pp. 350–366. doi: 

10.1016/j.ijresmar.2018.12.002. 



 
 

  

  
Page 129 of 136 

 
 

Reiss, J., Amorim, M., Melão, N. and Matos, P. (2018) ‘Digital transformation: A literature review 

and guidelines for future research’, Advances in Intelligent Systems and Computing, pp. 411–421.  

doi: 10.1007/978-3-319-77703-0_41. 

 

Roth, J., Shani, A. and Leary, M. (2007) ‘Insider action research’, Action Research, 5(1), pp. 41–60. 

doi: 10.1177/1476750307072875. 

 

Rowley, J. (2012) 'Conducting research interviews', Management Research Review, 35(3/4), pp. 

260–271. doi: 10.1108/01409171211210154. 

 

Sahu, N. (2018) Investigating the critical success factors of digital transformation for improving 

customer experience. Master of Business thesis. RMIT University, Australia. Available at: 

https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/esploro/outputs/graduate/Investigating-the-critical-success-

factors-of-digital-transformation-for-improving-the-customer-experience-in-Australian-

organisations/9921863738801341#file-0 (Accessed: 19 June 2020). 

 

Salem, F. (2016) A smart city for public value: Digital transformation through agile governance – 

The case of “smart Dubai.' Available at: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/294872032_A_Smart_City_for_Public_Value_Digital_Tr

ansformation_through_Agile_Governance (Accessed: 19 June 2020). 

 

Schallmo, D., Williams, C. and Boardman, L. (2017) ‘Digital transformation of business models - 

best practice, enablers and roadmap’, International Journal of Innovation Management, 21(8), pp. 

1–17. doi: 10.1142/s136391961740014x. 

 

Schneider, M. and Somers, M. (2006) 'Organisations as complex adaptive systems: Implications of 

complexity theory for leadership research', The Leadership Quarterly, 17(4), pp. 351–365. doi: 

10.1016/j.leaqua.2006.04.006. 

 

Schwertner, K. (2017) 'Digital transformation of business', Trakia Journal of Science, 15(1), pp. 388–

393. doi: 10.15547/tjs.2017.s.01.065. 

 

Sebastian, I., Mocker, M., Ross, J., Moloney, K., Beath, C. and Fonstad, N. (2017) 'How big old 

companies navigate digital transformation', MIS Quarterly Executive, 16(3), pp. 197–213. 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 130 of 136 

 
 

Shani, A. and Passmore, W. (1982) 'Towards a new model of action research process', Academy of 

Management Proceedings, 1982(1), pp. 208–212. doi: 10.5465/ambpp.1982.4976570. 

 

Singh, A., Klarner, P. and Hess, T. (2020) ‘How do chief digital officers pursue digital transformation 

activities? The role of organization design parameters’, Long Range Planning, 53(3), pp.1–14. doi: 

10.1016/j.lrp.2019.07.001. 

 

Statista (2021) Global Retail Sales 2020-2025. Available at: 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/443522/global-retail-sales/ (Accessed 15 Mar 2020). 

 

Stief, S., Eidhoff, A. and Voeth, M. (2016) 'Transform to succeed: An empirical analysis of digital 

transformation in firms', International Journal of Economics and Management Engineering, 10(6), 

pp. 1833–1842. 

 

Strauss, A. (1987) Qualitative analysis for social scientists. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Suri, H. (2011) 'Purposeful sampling in qualitative research synthesis', Qualitative Research Journal, 

11(2), pp. 63–75. doi: 10.3316/qrj1102063. 

 

Tekic, Z. and Koroteev, D. (2019) 'From disruptively digital to proudly analog: A holistic typology 

of digital transformation strategies', Business Horizons, 62(6), pp. 683–693. doi: 

10.5465/ambpp.1982.4976570. 

 

Todnem, R. (2005) 'Organisational change management: A critical review.', Journal of Change 

Management, 5(4), pp. 369–380. doi: 10.1016/j.bushor.2019.07.002. 

 

Van Dyk, R. and Van Belle, J. (2000) 'Factors influencing the intended adoption of digital 

transformation: A South African case study', the 14th Federated Conference on Computer Science 

and Information Systems. Leipzeg, Germany, 1–4 September. Poland: Annals of Computer Science 

and Information Systems, 18, pp. 519–528. 

 

Verhoef, P., Broekhuizen, T., Bart, Y., Bhattacharya, A., Qi Dong, J., Fabian, N. and Haenlein, M. 

(2019) ‘Digital transformation: A multidisciplinary reflection and research agenda’, Journal of 

Business Research, 122, pp. 889–901. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.09.022. 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 131 of 136 

 
 

Vey, K., Fandel-Meyer, T., Zipp, J. and Schneider, C. (2017) ‘Learning and development in times of 

digital transformation: Facilitating a culture of change and innovation’, International Journal of 

Advanced Corporate Learning, 10(1), pp. 22–32. doi: 10.3991/ijac.v10i1.6334. 

 

Vial, G. (2019) 'Understanding digital transformation: A review and research agenda', The Journal 

of Strategic Information Systems, 28(2), pp. 118–144. doi: 10.1016/j.jsis.2019.01.003. 

 

von Leipzig, T., Gamp, M., Manz, D., Schöttle, K., Ohlhausen, P. and Oosthuizen, G. (2017) 

‘Initialising customer-orientated digital transformation in enterprises’, Procedia Manufacturing, 8, 

pp. 517–524. doi: 10.1016/j.promfg.2017.02.066. 

 

Wadsworth, Y. (2016) Building in research and evaluation: Human inquiry for living systems. 

Oxford: Routledge.  

 

Warner, K. and Wäger, M. (2019) 'Building dynamic capabilities for digital transformation: An 

ongoing process of strategic renewal', Long Range Planning, 52(3), pp. 326–349. doi: 

10.1016/j.lrp.2018.12.001. 

 

Westerman, G., Bonnet, D. and McAfee, A. (2014) Leading digital: Turning technology into 

business transformation. Boston: Perseus Book LLC. 

 

Zhu, K., Dong, S., Xu, S. and Kraemer, K (2006) ‘Innovation diffusion in global contexts: 

Determinants of post-adoption digital transformation of European companies.’, European Journal of 

Information Systems, 15(6), pp. 601–616. doi: 10.1057/palgrave.ejis.3000650. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

  

  
Page 132 of 136 

 
 

7 Appendices 

7.1 Participant Information Sheet (PIS) 

 
#Feb 21 

 Title: How can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation? 

 

Researcher: Leeann Stewart 

 

Dear Participant,  

 

 I am conducting a research on possible digital transformation strategies for my doctorate degree in University of 

Liverpool. I invite you to take part in this study. Before you accept, it is important that you understand the need to conduct 

such a study and what will be expected from you. This Q&A has been designed to help you get a better understanding of 

what the research is about. Please take your time to go through this sheet and feel free to ask for further information or 

questions. This research is completely voluntary, and you have no legal or ethical obligation to participate if you choose 

not to. 

 

With kind regards, 

Leeann 

 

 

1. What is the purpose of the study?  

 

This study attempts to understand the digital transformation journey of Company X. Specifically, it examines what can be learnt from 

employee’s digital experiences over the last few years and what strategies can/should be built to drive better informed digital strategies of 

the future. The aim of the research is to develop a framework which helps us to develop and implement digital transformation strategy in 

the future. This study is purely academic and will help the organisation improve its current practice. This is entirely separate from my 

professional role in the company and does not involve any potential conflict of interest. 

 

2. Why have I been chosen to take part?  

 

You and other persons invited to participate in this study have had experience within  Company X in relation to digital transformation. 

Your experiences and knowledge on digital transformation will be highly valuable to this study. Participants can be based in the retail 

premises of Company X in the UAE, Dubai or Outside.  

 

3. Do I have to take part?  

 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. There is no pressure from the researcher or organisation to take part and you are free 

to withdraw at any time with no consequence. You can choose to exit even after signing the consent form or taking part in the study prior 

to submission. If there is any question you do not want to answer, then you have the right to do so.  If you withdraw from the study your 

legal rights will not be affected. However, your participation is essential to the research in order to understand the current situation and 

possible further strategies to be applied to digital transformation to provide development within the retail field. In case you feel you are 

coerced in any way and at any time during the research study, you can directly address your concern to me or to my supervisor whose 

details are listed below. 

 

If for any reason there is a data breach, participants will be contacted within 24 hours on impacts and possible solutions to resolve. The 

participant at any time has the right to withdraw from the study or reach out to the doctoral supervisor listed below for any concerns.  
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4. What will happen if I take part?  

 

By getting involved in this study, you will participate in up to 3 focus groups as well as a semi-structured interview where you will express 

opinions and discuss around digital transformation strategies for retail, that will facilitate a better understanding of the subject. 

 

Along with this participant information sheet, participants will be sent a consent form at least 10 days before the interview takes place. 

Consent forms should be returned by the participant to the researcher 2 days prior to the commencing the focus groups/interview, 

electronically to the researchers email address indicated on the consent form. 

 

Once you have given you consented to taking part in the research, dates and times of the focus groups/interviews will be arranged.  It will 

be conducted via Microsoft Teams or Zoom depending on your preference and should take no longer than 60 minutes for each session.  I 

will personally conduct the focus groups/interview and transcribe your answers for future use. These responses will then be emailed to 

you for validation purposes. Based on your agreement, the discussions will also be audio recorded. 

 

5. What will happen to the data if I want to stop taking part?  

 

In the event that you want to stop taking part, all data collected will be destroyed upon your request. And will not be used in the study. 

Requests to be removed should be directed to the researchers email address provided below. 

 

6. Are there any benefits in taking part?  

 

The research will benefit you as individual in that it gives you the opportunity to share your views and experiences on the digital 

transformation topic as it pertains to the retail sector and the organisation. Your contribution will be valuable in benefiting the organisation 

in terms of developing future strategies for digital transformation. 

 

Please allow me to state that there wouldn’t be any monetary compensation or reimbursement cost for taking part in this study.  

 

7. Are there any risks in taking part?  

 

There is no psychological, relationship, legal, economic/professional, physical or any other risks associated with taking part in the study. 

You shall suffer no consequence from the information revealed during the interview process. The study has no relation to employment 

prospects and as highlighted under question 1 is for academic study for a doctorate degree. The study is completely separate from the 

researcher’s professional role within the company. 

 

8. What if I am unhappy and there is a problem?  

 

If, for any reason, you are unhappy with the course of the study or the nature of your participation then you should feel free to contact 

myself or my doctorate supervisor whose contact details are given at the end of this document.  

If you remain unhappy or have a complaint which you feel you cannot come to me with then you should contact the Research Ethics and 

Integrity Office at liverpoolethics@ohecampus.com or phone number listed at the end of this document.  When contacting the Research 

Ethics and Integrity Office, please provide details of the name or description of the study (so that it can be identified), the researcher 

involved, and the details of the complaint you wish to make. 

 

9. Will my participation be kept confidential?  

 

Yes. Participation in this study is completely confidential. Confidentiality will be maintained during data collection. Pseudonyms will be 

used in the data analysis and the final thesis to ensure anonymity of participants. Names or other identifying documents of the participants 



 
 

  

  
Page 134 of 136 

 
 

can be accessed only by me and my supervisor. No real names of the participant will be used in this study or mentioned in data collection 

document.  All transcripts of the interview will be stored in a secure database with password and biometric protection. The 

recordings/transcripts will only be accessed by me and my supervisor.  

 

10. What will happen to the results of the study?  

 

The aggregated results of the analysis from these focus groups/interviews will be used analysis in the study being conducted.  The final 

thesis will then be presented to my supervisor as well as the corporate department within the organisation for academic use. The final 

thesis will adhere to anonymity guidelines of all participants and the organisation itself. Data collected will be stored for a period of at 

least 5 years. The final published study will be available at the university library as well as on its online database, and possible part 

published articles. In case you would like to receive a final copy, please provide us with your contact information. 

 

11. Who can I contact if I have further questions?  

 

If you have any enquiries, please feel free to contact me or my supervisor during normal working hours using the contacts provided below.  

 

Doctoral Supervisor:     Doctoral Researcher: 

Name: Dr Hammad Akbar 

Work Address: University of Liverpool Management School, Chatham 

Street, Liverpool L69 7ZH, United  

Work Telephone: +44(0)151 795 8327 

Work Email: h.akbar2@liverpool.ac.uk  

Name: Leeann Stewart  

Work Address: Dubai PO Box 2623 

 

Work Telephone: 04-201-1905  

Work Email: Leeann.Stewart@online.liverpool.ac.uk 

 

Research Ethics and Integrity Office at liverpoolethics@ohecampus.com 

(USA number 001-612-312-1210) 
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7.2 Consent Form 
 

Participant consent form 
 

Version number & date: Version 4 – Feb 17th, 2021 

Title of the research project: How can Company X effectively make a transition from digitisation to digital transformation?  

Name of researcher(s): Leeann Stewart 

Please 

Initial box 

/I confirm that I have read and have understood the information sheet dated August 2020 for the above study, or it has been  

read to me. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 

 

//I understand that taking part in the study involves taking part in up to 3 focus groups. I understand data will be  

captured via video conferencing and transcribed by the researcher for further use.  

 

/I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to stop taking part and can withdraw from the study at any  

time without giving any reason and without my rights being affected.  In addition, I understand that I am free to decline  

to answer any question or questions. 

 

/I understand that I can ask for access to the information I provide, and I can request the destruction of that information if  

I wish at any time, three months prior to publication. I understand that following publication I will no longer be able to  

request access to or withdrawal of the information I provide. 

 

/I understand that the information I provide will be held securely and in line with data protection requirements at the University  

Of Liverpool until it is fully anonymised and then deposited in the university archive for sharing and use by other authorised  

researchers to support other research in the future. 

/ 

I understand that signed consent forms and original transcripts from focus groups/interviews will be retained in the  

custody of the researcher for five years  

/ 

/I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

__________________________  __________  ______________________ 

Participant name    Date   Signature 

 

/Leeann Stewart       17/02/2021   

__________________________  __________  ______________________ 

/Name of person taking consent  Date   Signature 

 

Principal Investigator      

Leeann Stewart        

Dubai PO Box 2623      

+00971 4-201-1905     

Leeann.Stewart@online.liverpool.ac.uk      
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7.3 Interview Guiding Questions 

 
Theme 1 – Digital Transformation/Strategy 

 

What is Digital Transformation? 

How would you explain Digital Maturity? 

Over the last 3 years how has your company progressed with Digital Transformation? 

What have been the key successes so far? Why?  

What have been the biggest challenges so far? Why?  

 

Theme 2 – Customer Value 

 

What areas of improvement have customers raised?  

How has the feedback been addressed?  

What feedback remains to be addressed? 

 

Theme 3 – People/Change Management 

 

How has Digital Transformation impacted employees?  

What would you describe as the biggest change faced by employees? Why? 

What support has the company provided to deal with the change and potential resistance to change? 

What change support has worked and what hasn’t?  Why? 

How have employees helped each other during this transformation? 

 

Theme 4 – Technology 

 

How has technology through digital transformation changed the way you work (e.g. approach)? 

How has it changed the way you work with (systems, work processes, relationships, etc.)? 

What challenges/barriers have you encountered because of new technology?  

How were these challenges addressed? 

What are the ongoing barriers still being faced?  

How do they impact your day to day work? 

 

Theme 5 - Future 

 

What are the three key things that other companies can emphasize to make digital transformation successful? 

What are the three key things that companies can avoid preventing it being unsuccessful? 

If there was only one piece of advice you could give a company embarking on digital transformation, what would it be? 


