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1- INTRODUCTION

In today’s era of rapid technological advancement, digital
transformation has become a defining force reshaping organizations across
sectors. This transformation goes beyond mere technological upgrades,
requiring fundamental shifts in organizational structures, strategies, and-
most critically-organizational culture. In public sector organizations, where
bureaucratic inertia and hierarchical rigidity often prevail, aligning
organizational culture with the demands of the digital age poses unique
challenges. Cultural misalignment can hinder innovation, delay
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transformation initiatives, and ultimately undermine the effective delivery of
public services.

This study addresses a critical research gap: the lack of a
comprehensive, structured model that clarifies the cultural enablers and
barriers to digital transformation in public organizations. Drawing on a
decade of qualitative research and expert insights, the article seeks to model
organizational culture specifically within the context of digital
transformation in Iran’s public sector. The central research questions focus
on identifying key cultural components, their interrelationships, and
developing a hierarchical structural model to guide cultural change in
governmental institutions undergoing digital transformation.

2- METHODOLOGY

To comprehensively explore the complex cultural dimensions
underlying digital transformation in public organizations, this study adopts a
mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative synthesis with quantitative
modeling.

The first phase involves a meta-synthesis (meta-ethnography) of 18
qualitative studies conducted between 2014 and 2024 on organizational
culture and digital transformation. These studies, selected through a rigorous
multi-stage screening process, were sourced from reputable academic
databases, such as Web of Science, Scopus, and Emerald. Reflexive
thematic analysis yielded 284 initial codes, which were then synthesized
into 16 key themes. These themes form the conceptual foundation of digital
organizational culture, encompassing elements such as digital
empowerment, leadership for transformation, innovation culture, agility,
risk-taking, and stakeholder-centricity.

The 16 themes identified in the qualitative phase were subsequently
analyzed using Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) to determine their
hierarchical relationships. A Structured Self-Interaction Matrix (SSIM) was
developed based on input from a panel of 10 experts in digital
transformation and public administration. Through pairwise comparisons-
represented by the symbols V, A, X, and O-a reachability matrix was
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generated to identify levels of influence and dependence among factors.
This hierarchical structuring facilitated the construction of a six-level model
categorizing cultural elements from foundational to strategic.

Validation was ensured through inter-coder reliability checks (Cohen’s
kappa), triangulation by multiple reviewers, and cross-verification against
existing theoretical models. The ISM analysis was conducted using Excel-
based macros specifically designed for system modeling.

3- RESULTS & DISCUSSION

The results of the ISM modeling produced a six-tier hierarchical
framework representing the cultural architecture necessary for digital
transformation in public organizations.

Foundational Tier (Level 6): This base comprises essential
preconditions, such as digital needs, organizational professional
requirements, digital advancement, and change management. These
elements serve as foundational anchors, emphasizing that digital culture
cannot take root without both technological readiness and strong
organizational capacity.

Intermediate Tiers (Levels 5 to 2): The subsequent layers encompass a
culture of risk-taking (Types 1 and 2), innovation and agility, alignment,
stakeholder-centricity, participation and  collaboration, digital
empowerment, technology acceptance, and support for the change process.
These components function as mediators, bridging foundational
prerequisites with strategic leadership. Notably, digital empowerment and
technology acceptance emerged as pivotal linking elements in the MICMAC
analysis, exhibiting both high driving and dependency power, classifying
them as “linkage variables”.

Strategic Tier (Level 1): At the top of the hierarchy lies
transformational leadership, highlighting the essential role of visionary,
adaptive, and supportive leadership in orchestrating cultural change. Leaders
are expected to champion transformation, embody digital values, and
mitigate resistance to ensure cultural alignment with digital goals.
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The MICMAC analysis (Cross-Impact Matrix Multiplication Applied to
Classification) confirmed the systemic significance of digital empowerment
and technology acceptance as mediating variables characterized by both
strong influence and high dependence. This positions them as critical levers
for successful implementation: when effectively activated, they can catalyze
broader cultural adaptation.

Aligning with existing literature, these findings indicate that in public
sector environments-often characterized by bureaucratic rigidity-
transformational  leadership, cultural adaptability, and targeted
empowerment are essential for overcoming inertia and resistance. The
proposed model thus functions as both a diagnostic and prescriptive tool for
digital strategists within the public sector.

4- CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTIONS

This study presents a structured, empirically grounded model for
cultivating a digital organizational culture within public sector institutions.
Its contribution is both theoretical and practical. Theoretically, the research
synthesizes a decade of qualitative inquiry into a coherent hierarchical
model, thereby integrating scattered insights into a unified framework. It
further advances the literature on digital transformation by positioning
culture, not technology, at the heart of the digital transition.

Practically, the model offers public administrators a roadmap to align
cultural dynamics with digital imperatives. It provides a layered
understanding of which cultural capacities must be developed first (e.g.,
readiness and capability), which mediating values should be fostered (e.g.,
collaboration and risk-taking), and which leadership behaviors need to be
institutionalized to sustain change.

Key recommendations include:

1) Policy-Level Alignment: Governments should formulate national
digital governance policies that promote cultural shifts in public institutions,
beyond mere technical implementation.
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2) Capacity Building: Continuous digital literacy programs and
empowerment initiatives should be institutionalized across all organizational
levels.

3) Leadership Training: Invest in developing transformational leaders
capable of modeling digital values, bridging hierarchical divides, and
driving innovation.

4) Integrated Change Management: Establish cross-departmental
change units that embed cultural change as a strategic function.

5) Localized Adaptation: Although grounded in international research,
the model is tailored to the Iranian public sector context, emphasizing the
importance of local values, stakeholder expectations, and bureaucratic
legacies.

Future research should explore dynamic simulations of the model (e.g.,
system dynamics or agent-based modeling) and assess its applicability
across varied administrative contexts, such as municipalities, ministries, and
academic institutions.

Keywords: Digital Transformation, Organizational Culture, Digital
Organizational Culture, Interpretive Structural Modeling, Meta-synthesis.
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