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Abstract:

The purpose of this study was to validate a digital leadership model in the Iranian banking industry by identifying key components and
assessing the fit of the proposed conceptual model. This research employed a descriptive-survey design and was applied in nature. The
statistical population included experts and employees from selected Iranian banks. Using cluster random sampling and Cochran’s formula,
340 participants were selected. Data collection was conducted through a researcher-made questionnaire, with face validity confirmed and
reliability assessed via Cronbach's alpha (0.88). Structural equation modeling (SEM) using Smart PLS3 was used for data analysis. Thirteen
core components of digital leadership were identified. Results indicated that components such as “cybersecurity and privacy leadership”
significantly influenced others, including “data-driven leadership” (B = 0.633), “cultural and human leadership” (f = 0.523), and “financial
and entrepreneurial digital leadership” (B = 0.650). The overall model fit (GOF) was calculated at 0.485, indicating a strong model fit.
Additionally, R2, Q?, and factor loadings were all within acceptable thresholds, supporting the robustness of the model. The proposed digital
leadership model demonstrates good fit and predictive power. It offers a comprehensive framework for developing digital leadership
strategies within the Iranian banking sector and provides practical guidance for strategic planning and policy formulation.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

The rise of digital technologies and their integration into organizational operations has radically transformed leadership
expectations and models, especially in sectors like banking where data security, customer engagement, and technological
adaptability are paramount. Traditional leadership frameworks have increasingly proven insufficient for addressing the
dynamic challenges posed by digital transformation. In this context, digital leadership has emerged as a multidimensional
paradigm that combines strategic foresight, technological acumen, human-centric values, and adaptability to innovation (Kane
et al., 2019; Temelkova, 2018).

Digital leadership refers to the capacity of leaders to integrate digital competencies into strategic decision-making, foster
innovation, and guide organizations through complex technological landscapes. It involves the alignment of IT strategy with
business objectives and the mobilization of organizational resources to exploit digital opportunities (Benitez et al., 2022; Hising
et al., 2015). A digital leader is not merely a user of technology but a transformer of culture, processes, and customer
relationships (EI Sawy et al., 2020; Rudito & Sinaga, 2017). Scholars argue that the digital leader must orchestrate a harmonized
interplay of leadership behaviors, digital infrastructures, and organizational agility (Klein, 2020; Toduk & Gande, 2016).

In the banking sector, digital leadership holds special significance. Banks face growing competition, increasingly tech-savvy
consumers, regulatory complexities, and cyber risks, all of which demand digitally competent leadership. Several empirical
studies confirm that effective digital leadership significantly improves innovation capacity, digital agility, and ultimately firm
performance (Azi et al., 2024; Senadjki et al., 2024). Furthermore, digital leadership is a key enabler for successful digital
transformation initiatives through fostering a culture of experimentation and learning (Ingram Bogusz et al., 2019; Sia et al.,
2016).

Security and privacy are central to banking services and serve as a critical axis around which digital leadership revolves. Al
Issa and Omar (2024) emphasize the role of leadership in cultivating digital cultures that reduce technostress and enhance trust
in digital platforms (Al Issa & Omar, 2024). Meanwhile, studies by Weill and Woerner (2018) have shown that digital leaders
who prioritize cybersecurity and align digital initiatives with core organizational values are more successful in achieving
strategic alignment and customer loyalty (Weill & Woerner, 2018).

However, many existing models of digital leadership fall short when applied to specific industries like banking, as they

often ignore sector-specific characteristics such as regulatory constraints, data sensitivity, and legacy systems. This necessitates
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the development and validation of tailored digital leadership models, especially within the Iranian banking context, which faces
additional challenges due to geopolitical restrictions and infrastructural limitations. Therefore, the present study aims to validate
a comprehensive digital leadership model that aligns with the unique operational, technological, and cultural dimensions of
Iran’s banking sector.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a descriptive-survey research design with an applied objective. The target population consisted of
expert and operational staff members from several major banks in Iran, including Tejarat, Mellat, Sepah, Refah, Maskan,
Keshavarzi, Parsian, Pasargad, Eghtesad Novin, and Saman banks. Cluster random sampling was used to select participants,
and the sample size was determined to be 340 using Cochran’s formula. Data collection was conducted using a researcher-
made questionnaire developed based on a qualitative review of theoretical frameworks and expert interviews. The
questionnaire’s face validity was confirmed, and its reliability was tested using Cronbach’s alpha (0.88). Data analysis was
conducted using structural equation modeling (SEM) via SmartPLS 3 software.

Findings

The demographic analysis of the sample revealed that 44.8% of participants were under 30 years of age, 32.6% between 31
and 40, and smaller proportions were over 40. Seventy-five percent of respondents were male, and educational backgrounds
varied from diploma to doctorate level. The construct validity and reliability of the model were assessed using factor loadings,
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE), all of which indicated acceptable thresholds.

Thirteen core components of digital leadership were extracted through qualitative analysis, including: strategic digital
leadership, innovation and change leadership, cultural and human leadership, data-driven leadership, customer-centric digital
leadership, technology and innovation leadership, financial and entrepreneurial digital leadership, ethical and sustainable digital
leadership, collaborative and networked digital leadership, agile and adaptive digital leadership, leadership for customer
experience improvement, cybersecurity and privacy leadership, and change management leadership.

Structural equation modeling results confirmed the model’s fitness with a GOF (Goodness-of-Fit) index of 0.485, indicating
strong overall model validity. Specifically, the relationship between data-driven leadership and strategic digital leadership was
significant (B = 0.155, p = 0.046), while cybersecurity and privacy leadership significantly influenced several other domains
including data-driven leadership (p = 0.633), cultural and human leadership (B = 0.523), technology and innovation leadership
(B =0.605), and financial digital leadership (B = 0.650).

Interestingly, cultural and human leadership had a negative but significant effect on strategic digital leadership ( = -0.124),
suggesting a possible conflict between traditional cultural norms and digital strategic imperatives. In contrast, innovation and
change leadership exerted a strong positive effect on strategic digital leadership (B = 0.746). Additional paths such as customer
experience improvement leadership to cybersecurity leadership (8 =0.331) and collaborative digital leadership to cybersecurity
leadership (B = 0.971) were also significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings affirm the validity and applicability of a multifaceted digital leadership model in the Iranian banking context.
The significant path from data-driven leadership to strategic digital leadership supports prior research highlighting the
importance of evidence-based decision-making in digital transformation efforts. Leaders who can leverage organizational data

to inform strategic choices are better equipped to navigate volatile market conditions.
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One of the most salient results was the centrality of cybersecurity and privacy leadership as a foundational component
affecting various dimensions of digital leadership. This underscores the critical need for leaders in the banking sector to not
only understand technical aspects of cybersecurity but also embed them within the broader cultural and operational frameworks
of the organization. This insight aligns with global findings emphasizing the strategic importance of digital trust and resilience
in high-risk environments.

The negative relationship observed between cultural and human leadership and strategic digital leadership could be
interpreted as a cultural misalignment between traditional leadership norms and the demands of digital strategy. It suggests that
unless organizations actively work to modernize internal cultures and manage resistance to change, their strategic digital
ambitions may remain constrained. This finding is particularly relevant in more traditional or bureaucratic banking institutions,
where organizational inertia can hinder digital innovation.

On the positive side, the strong influence of innovation and change leadership on strategic digital leadership highlights the
central role of creative vision and adaptive capability in guiding digital strategy. Leaders who can envision the future, mobilize
innovation, and manage transitions effectively are likely to outperform those who rely solely on operational efficiency.

The link between improving customer experience and strengthening cybersecurity leadership suggests a rising awareness
among banks that customer satisfaction and digital trust are intertwined. As consumers become more aware of privacy risks,
their perception of security practices increasingly shapes their loyalty and engagement with digital banking platforms.

Finally, the robust influence of collaborative and networked digital leadership on cybersecurity readiness indicates that
interdepartmental coordination, knowledge sharing, and partnership with external stakeholders are critical in building secure
and agile banking ecosystems.

In conclusion, this study provides a validated digital leadership model tailored for the Iranian banking industry, highlighting
the interdependencies among strategic, technological, cultural, and security dimensions. The model not only supports
theoretical advancement in the field of digital leadership but also offers practical guidance for policymakers and banking

executives seeking to navigate the complexities of digital transformation in a high-stakes, rapidly evolving sector.
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