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Abstract:

Digital transformation, as acritical necessity, has confronted Iran's banking industry with new challenges and opportunities. This study aimed
to propose a model for assessing the maturity of digital transformation in Iranian banks using a qualitative and exploratory approach. Data
were collected and analyzed through semi-structured interviews with 25 banking industry experts (with postgraduate education and a
minimum of 10 years of work experience) using the thematic analysis method. The interview framework was designed based on an extensive
review of the literature, and sampling was conducted through a purposive (snowball) method. The final model consists of six main categories
(technology and infrastructure; processes and operations; customer experience; data governance and security; digital strategy; and culture
and human resources), 30 subcategories, and 139 basic themes, offering a comprehensive explanation of digital maturity. The findings
revealed that culture and human resources, along with customer experience, are among the most influential dimensions, while processes and
operations require further improvement. Barriers such as inadequate infrastructure and alack of digital culture have hindered the advancement
of digital banking. Recommendations include strengthening digital skill training, enhancing customer experience through an omnichannel
approach, and developing a strategic roadmap. This localized model can serve as a framework for evaluating and guiding Iranian banks
toward digital maturity and enhancing competitiveness in the digital era.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Digital transformation (DT) hasbecome a core strategic imperative for organizations across the globe, reshaping not only
technological infrastructures but also business models, organizationalprocesses, and cultural orientations. In today’s turbu lent
economic environments, organizations, particularly in the financial services sector, are under growing pressure to transition
toward more agile, innovative, and data-driven systems. Among these, the banking industry stands at the forefront due to its
data-intensive nature, direct interface with customers, and heightened regulatory demands. Digital maturity — defined as the
degree to which an organization has developed the capabilities to implement and leverage digital technologies — hasemerged
asa fundamental determinantof organizationalresilience, adaptability, and competitiveness in the digital era (Robertson etal.,
2022; Rotem & Fisher, 2022; Shao, 2025).

Although numerous frameworks forassessing digital maturity exist globally, they are often designed for generic applications
or based on Western organizational contexts. Consequently, they may fail to account for the contextual, infrastructural, and
cultural realities of banking systems in developing countries such as Iran. Several studies have emphasized the need for
industry-specific and locally adapted maturity models, arguing that digital transformation is not a one-size-fits-all journey
(Asadi & Shami-Zanjani, 2022; GhelichKhani etal., 2020, 2021). In particular, the absence of a validated maturity assessment
model for Iranian banks has created a significant knowledge gap, limiting their ability to benchmark progress, identify
weaknesses, and chart a path toward transformation.

Emerging literature further highlights the multidimensionality of digital transformation, which encompasses not only

technical infrastructure butalso cultural readiness, customer-centric processes, data governance, and strategic alignment (Calli
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etal, 2022;Jidon, 2023; Montero Guerra etal., 2023). For instance, effective leadership and employee engagement have been
found to be critical enablers of digital maturity, especially in environments where technological change must be supported by
human adaptability and cultural evolution (Haris & Nuraeni, 2025; Nazarian-Jashnabadi et al., 2023; Sacavém et al., 2025). In
light of these developments, this study aims to develop a comprehensive, empirically grounded, and locally validated model
for assessing digital maturity in Iran’s banking industry. By integrating thematic analysis with expert interviews, the resea rch
endeavors to provide a contextualized framework that reflects both global standards and local realities.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory qualitative research design to develop a digital maturity assessment model specific to
the Iranian bankingsector. The data collection process involved semi-structured interviews with 25 bankingindustry experts,
each possessing at least 10 years of professional experience and postgraduate education in relevant fields. Participants were
selected through purposive snowball sampling. Thematic analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data, following a multi-
stage process involving descriptive coding, interpretative coding, and the development of overarchingthemes. The initial codes
were derived directly from interview transcripts, clustered into interpretive categories, and then abstracted into higher-order
dimensions. The final model was validated through iterative feedback from the expert panel. To ensure credibility and rigor,
member checking, peer debriefing, and external audit procedures were implemented. The research generated a multi-level
coding system including 139 basic themes, 30 subthemes, and 6 main dimensions.

Findings

The data analysis revealed that digital maturity in the Iranian banking context is structured around six overarching
dimensions: (1) Technology and Infrastructure, (2) Processes and Operations, (3) Customer Experience, (4) Data Governance
and Security, (5) Digital Strategy, and (6) Culture and Human Resources.

The Technology and Infrastructure dimension consists of five subthemes: advanced digital platforms, integration of digital
technologies, emerging technologies (e.g., Al, IoT, blockchain), scalable infrastructure,and open API-based ecosystems. These
elements reflect the technical foundation necessary for banks to implement flexible and future-proof digital services.

The Processes and Operations dimension includes themes such as intelligent automation (e.g., RPA, BPM), data -driven
operational optimization,agile responsiveness to environmentalchanges, continuous improvement mechanisms, and real-time
monitoring and decision-making,

The Customer Experience dimension highlights the importance of omnichannel communication integration, personalized
services based on behavioraldata, UX/UI design optimization, customersatisfaction and loyalty tracking,and active customer
involvement in innovation.

The Data Governance and Security dimension covers structured data governance frameworks, predictive analytics and
business intelligence, regulatory compliance, cybersecurity risk management, and the strategic use of data in decision -making.

The Digital Strategy dimension encompasses the existence of a formaldigital roadmap, alignment of digital initiatives with
overarching organizational goals, sustained investment in digital initiatives, executive leadership support, and performance
indicators for digital transformation.

The Culture and Human Resources dimension comprises employee digital readiness, continuous skills development,
transformational leadership, staff engagement in innovation processes, and the cultivation of a learning-oriented and agile

organizational culture.
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Overall, the model presents a holistic picture of digital maturity, balancing technological imperatives with strategic,
operational,and culturalfactors. Notably, Culture and Human Resources and Customer Experience were identified by experts
as the most influential dimensions, while Processes and Operations were seen as the most in need of improvement. Barriers
such as inadequate infrastructure, fragmented platforms, insufficient digital literacy amongstaff,and lack of cohesive digital
strategies were cited as significant impediments to digital maturity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the complexity and multidimensionality of digital maturity in the banking sector.
Unlike approaches that narrowly focus on technology deployment, this research reveals that digital transformation is deeply
intertwined with strategic foresight, cultural readiness, and customer-centric innovation. By identifying six core dimensions
and thirty subcomponents, the proposed model provides a nuanced and contextualized framework for evaluating the digital
evolution of banks in Iran.

The prominence of Culture and Human Resources in the maturity model suggests that technology adoption alone is
insufficient for successful transformation. Empowering employees, fostering leadership at all levels, and embedding a culture
of innovation are essential for achieving sustainable digital change. Furthermore, the emphasis on Customer Experience
highlights the shift from product-centered to experience-centered banking, where personalization, convenience, and
engagement are critical differentiators.

Strategic alignment emerged asa central pillar in the transformation process. Banksthatlack a coherent digital roadmap or
fail to align their initiatives with organizational vision risk fragmentation, inefficiency, and resistance to change. Simila rly,
effective data governance and robust cybersecurity protocols are no longer optional but essential for trust-building, regulatory
compliance, and data-driven competitiveness.

The study also confirmsthatthe pace of digital transformation in Iranian banks is constrained by infrastructuralbottlenecks,
inconsistent digital strategies, and underinvestment in upskilling programs. However, the model provides a practicalguide for
banks to assess their current position, prioritize interventions, and progress toward higher levels of digital maturity.

The comprehensive and empirically validated framework developed in this research can serve multiple functions: diagnostic
(assessing current maturity levels), prescriptive (guiding resource allocation), and developmental (supporting capacity -building
efforts). [talso offers a foundation forcomparative analysis across banks and forpolicy interventions at the industry level. By
moving beyond generic maturity models, this study contributes to a more grounded and actionable understanding of digital
transformation in the financial sector.

This research was limited to the Iranian banking context and may not be fully generalizable to other sectors or countries
without adaptation. The qualitative methodology, while rich in insight, also limits the ability to statistically validate the model
components. Additionally, the rapid pace of technological change may render some findings time -sensitive, requiring periodic
updates to the model.

Future studies should consider applying the model in quantitative formats using structural equation modeling or
confirmatory factoranalysis. Cross-sectoral and cross-national comparative studies could also enhance the externalvalidity of
the model. Investigating the dynamic interaction between maturity dimensions overtime using longitudinal designs would offer
further insights into the progression of digital transformation.

Banks should integrate the maturity dimensions into their strategic planning processes, using them as benchmarks for

improvement. Training programs focused on digital leadership and employee engagement must be prioritized. Institutions
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should also allocate dedicated budgets for digital innovation and establish KPIs to monitor progress. Finally, fostering

partnerships with fintech companies and investing in data infrastructure can accelerate the maturity journey.
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