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Abstract: The advancement of digital technologies in recent years has affected 

almost all businesses in all industries. The transformation resulting from these digital 

technologies is inevitable for businesses, and what determines the winner and loser in 

this environment is the knowledge and ability to use these technologies strategically. 

Therefore, the role of IT strategy in business should be reconsidered and instead of 

addressing it at the operational level, a business-level strategy should be developed to 

compete in this digital transformation environment. Such a strategy is called digital 

strategy or digital business strategy or digital transformation strategy. Since digital 

transformation is a new concept and its related strategies in business are not well 

conceptualized, this research seeks to conceptualize what digital strategy is in an 

organization using meta-synthesis method. For this purpose, during seven stages of 

meta-synthesis, related researches in this field were identified from valid scientific 

databases and by filtering them, 18 Studies were selected for the coding process. In 

the coding process, 8 main pillars were extracted to identify the various aspects 

involved in the definition of the digital strategy. The result of this study defines digital 

strategy as follows: “digital strategy is part or all of the business-level strategy that is 

agile and creates value by creating and utilizing digital resources and capabilities at 

all levels and units of an organization. This strategy, by aligning and integrating 

vertically and horizontally within the organization and coopetition in a dynamic 

business ecosystem, redefines all the different dimensions of business and recreates 

relationships with customers, employees, and all actors in this digital ecosystem.” The 

results of this research can be useful in the formulation and proper implementation of 

digital strategy in the organization and become a basis for identifying its dimensions 

and types in academic researches.  

Keywords: Digital Strategy, Digital Transformation Strategy, Digital Business Strategy, 
Digital Transformation, Digital Organization. 

 

 



 

 

1 Introduction 

Over the past three decades, the prevailing view has been that IT strategy is an operational level 
strategy and should be aligned with the business strategy. Here, despite the alignment, business 
strategy still drives IT strategy (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). 
While various definitions of IT strategies are provided, these concepts all define the current and 
future operational activities, infrastructural requirements, and also the organizational and financial 
framework required for employing information technology to conduct business operations in the 
organization. Therefore, IT strategy is usually focused on managing the IT infrastructure in the 
organization, which has limited effects on business innovations (Mapingire et al., 2021). 
On the other hand, in the past few years, almost all businesses in most industries have been widely 

affected by the technology environment, which is part of the paradigm of digital transformation 

that has affected organizations, industries, professions and communities due to the spread of digital 

technologies in all aspects of life (Mapingire et al., 2021). 

This technology environment includes technologies such as social technologies, mobile, data 

analytics, cloud and internet of things that have threatened the profitability of today's successful 

and powerful organizations. On the other hand, these technologies have provided new 

opportunities for those organizations that can offer new values through the combination of their 

current competencies and their transformational capabilities (Ross et al., 2016). 

Digitization is not a reversible process that any organization has the freedom to participate in or 

not. Digitization has permeated all structures, systems, processes and cultures of organizations 

(Lipsmeier et al., 2020). Digitization is necessary for any business in any industry. Many managers 

of organizations do not have enough knowledge and are not sufficiently prepared to take advantage 

of transformational technologies. What determines the winners and losers of today's competition 

of organizations is the ability of individuals in the organization to manage and take advantage of 

these technologies (Venkatraman, 2017). Therefore, in order to maintain competitiveness in the 

long run or at least survive, it must be dealt with strategically (Lipsmeier et al., 2020). 

These conditions lead to a fundamental change in business strategies. It's time to reconsider the 

role of IT strategy, and instead of seeing it as an operational level strategy (which, while aligning 

with business strategy, has always been driven by it), we need to go for a combination of IT 

strategy and business strategy. It can be called a digital business strategy (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). 

Dang & Vartiainen (2019) argue that there are three similar terms that are sometimes used 

interchangeably. The digital strategy used by researchers such as Ross et al. (2016) and 

Stockhinger and Teubner (2018); digital business strategy used by researchers such as 

Venkatraman (2017), Bharadwaj et al. (2013) Singer and Zalmanson (2013) and Woodard et al. 

(2013); and digital transformation strategy used by researchers such as Chanias et al. (2018) and 

Singh and Hess (2017). 
While leaders understand the opportunities created by digital technologies to increase 
organizational integrity, they will define new digital strategies for the organization. In fact, these 



 

 

strategies are not separate strategies for technology, but business strategies that include 
opportunities created by the digital economy. Digital strategies seek to increase integration and 
prioritize independent dimensions of digital transformation, as they have a huge impact and results 
(Ross et al., 2016). In order to play its role in the whole organization, this digital strategy must be 
in line with other strategies in the business and be aligned with them (Matt et al., 2015). The fact 
that organizations are already beginning to use digital transformation strategies necessitates 
research on it in general and the identification of components of such a strategy; because digital 
business strategy ideas are still in the early stages of development and have not been well explored 
(Lipsmeier et al., 2020). 
Bharadwaj et al. (2013) also point out that due to lack of insight, many organizations traditionally 
see the elements of these digital changes in dimensions such as marketing, operations, information 
systems, and Internet technologies. This perspective allows organizations to take advantage of the 
potential for digitalization only to a very limited extent and not be able to take full advantage of it 
due to the gap between the physical and digital environment (Frishammar et al., 2018). 
Given the above, the concept of organizational digital strategy have not been properly investigated. 

The purpose of conceptualizing the digital strategy is to answer what this strategy is. In this regard, 

this study tries to define the digital strategy of the organization so that the results can be used to 

better understand, formulate, implement and evaluate digital strategy in organizations. 

2 Background 

Dang & Vartiainen (2019) argue that "there are several branches of research or theoretical 

concepts in the traditional literature of digital strategy information systems, including information 

system strategy, information system infrastructure, information system capability, and information 

system innovation. However, there are growing trends that use the term "digital" before these 

terms. Digital strategy has changed the way things are done in a way that has never existed before, 

but there is no general agreement on its definition. what is clear is that the three terms "digital 

strategy", "digital transformation strategy" and "digital business strategy" are synonymous and 

used interchangeably (Dang & Vartiainen, 2019). 

Chanias et al. (2019) state that we need a dedicated strategy for digital transformation that 

integrates all the priorities, coordination structures, and implementation stages of digital 

transformation, but a comprehensive and coherent guide to the organization's comprehensive 

transformation strategy has not yet been provided. Therefore, a strategic framework is needed, 

which specifically aims to use the unique capabilities of digital technology to create a competitive 

advantage in products and services (Chanias et al., 2019).  Such a strategy must be aligned with 

other operational and functional strategies and can serve as a concept for integrating all efforts to 

coordinate, prioritize and implement digital transformation actions (Hess et al., 2020). 



 

 

Mapingire et al. (2021) introduce eight themes as components of digital strategy: "digitise 

customer experience, digitise products and services, digitise employee ways of working, digitise 

business processes, achieve competitiveness through digital technology, grow the organisation 

through digital transformation, realise business strategy through digital transformation and 

innovate with digital technology. 

Ismail et al. (2017) argue that digital strategy should comprehensively and broadly guide an 

organization throughout its digital transformation journey. The digital strategy must be 

coordinated with the business strategy and also be coordinated with other operational strategies to 

integrate different levels of strategy in the organization. Because digital transformation includes 

digital activities and changes in products, services and business models, its strategies will go 

beyond the operational boundaries of the organization and have a broad scope (Ismail et al., 2017). 

It is important to note again that there is a difference between a digital business strategy and IT 

strategy. There is disagreement over the definition of digital strategy. Rauser (2017) argues that 

the term digital strategy is often mistaken for an online marketing strategy, and that some 

organizations have a resource-based approach to defining digital strategy. He sees this strategy in 

all of the organization's actions toward its digital assets and initiatives. Although this approach 

sees the digital strategy in a higher level than the IT strategy and digital marketing, it does not have 

a transformational view and deals with changes and improvements in the organization's resources 

in order to digitalize. However, the strategy for digital transformation is not just about technology, 

and to succeed it must be combined with leadership and the appropriate culture (Rauser, 2016). 

Sebastian et al. (2017) see the digital strategy as a business strategy that uses the capacity of 

transformational technologies (social media, mobile, data analysis, cloud and IoT) to provide 

integrated business capabilities for the organization to respond to changing market conditions. 

(Sebastian, Moloney, et al., 2017). Baharadwij et al. (2013) have a resource-based view and define 

digital strategy as an organizational strategy that is developed and implemented using digital 

resources to create a distinctive value. Venkatraman )2017) takes a network-based view of digital 

strategy and states that in this space the source of value creation is forming networks of customers 

and partners in which the type of relationship is different from the current relationship in 

business.  

In these definitions, although digital strategy is seen beyond the strategy of information technology 

or digital marketing, but its meaning is not well defined and how to use technology, how to create 

value and importance of other resources are ignored. For example, financial aspects are like a 

double-edged sword that causes high-income organizations to be deceived and not to transform, 

and low-income organizations to not be able to move towards transform. In the next section of this 

study the methodology of the research is proposed. 



 

 

3 Methodology 

One of the features of a scientific study that aims to find the truth is the use of an appropriate 

research method. To achieve the objectives of the research, the research method must be selected 

correctly and followed (Haussler, 2008). One of the methods that has been introduced in order to 

review and synthesize of previous researches in recent years is meta-study, which has been mostly 

used in the field of medical and nursing researches. A meta-study is an in-depth analysis of the 

researches done on a particular topic. The meta-study includes meta-analysis, meta-synthesis, 

meta-method and meta-theory. 

Meta-analysis is a kind of quantitative meta-study that is performed only on the results of 

previous researches, especially research hypotheses. This kind of study is known as the meta-

synthesis if it is done qualitatively on the results of previous studies (Naghizadeh et al, 2015). 

In this research, meta-synthesis method has been used to define the digital organizational 

strategy. Meta-synthesis is a qualitative study that examines the findings of past qualitative studies. 

As a result, the sample for meta-synthesis is selected from qualitative studies based on their 

relationship with the research question. Integrated review of qualitative literature is not desired. It 

is also not the secondary analysis and the main data of the selected studies, but the analysis of the 

findings of these studies. In other words, meta-synthesis is an interpretation of the interpretations 

of the selected studies. Meta-synthesis focuses on qualitative studies that do not necessarily cover 

broad theoretical foundations, and instead of providing a comprehensive summary of the findings, 

it creates a synthesized interpretation of the findings (Naghizadeh et al, 2015). 

This study is applied research in terms of purpose and in terms of data collection method is a 

qualitative-documentary research. Past documents are used to collect data. Collected documents 

include the researches done in the field of organizational digital strategy. In order to achieve the 

purpose of the research, the Sandolowski and Barroso methods have been used, which include 

seven steps, respectively:  

1. Specify the purpose of the research 

2. Systematic literature review 

3. Search and select appropriate articles 

4. Extract information from articles 

5. Analysis and synthesis of findings from qualitative studies 

6. Quality control 

7. Presenting the findings (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2006). 
 

The subject area of this research is organizational digital strategy. The statistical population of 

this research is all the studies conducted in the field of organizational digital transformation 

between 2015 and February 2021, which have been collected from Emerald, ScienceDirect, 

Scopus, ProQuest databases. The keywords used in this research are as follows: 



 

 

 
 

 Digital Business Strategy 

 Digital Strategy 

 Digital Transformation Strategy  

Criteria for inclusion and exclusion used are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Criteria Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Language of study English Non-English 

Study publication time 
Published studies between 2015 and 

February 2021 
Out of this time 

Research method Qualitative methods Non-qualitative methods 

Field of study 
Digital transformation and digital 

strategies 

Other than digital transformation 

and digital strategies 

Type of study 

Studies published in reputable 

journals, publications and 

conferences and also reputable 

industry articles 

Studies published in unreputable 

journals, publications and 

conferences or without valid 

references 

 



 

 

Figure 1 shows the complete process of searching for and selecting the appropriate studies. It 

should be noted that for quality control, there are Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the articles 

(Table 1) so that the selected articles are of appropriate quality. Critical Appraisal Skills 

The number of studies selected 

from the search stage in the 

databases 

N=225 

Number of studies 

eliminated due to title 

review 

N=108  

Number of studies before 

abstract review stage 

 N = 117 

Number of studies in the content 

review stage 

 N =47 

 

Number of deleted studies due 

to abstract review 

N = 70 

Number of deleted studies due 

to Critical Appraisal Skills 

Programme 

N=3 

Number of deleted studies due 

to content review 

N =26 

  Number of initial selection 

studies 

N=21 

 

Number of final articles 

N=18 

 

 

Figure 1: The process of searching and selecting studies  



 

 

Programme (CASP) also has been used to quality appraisal. This tool uses ten questions for quality 

assessment of studies and the result can be exclusion of low quality studies from the synthesis. In 

this research, a form containing ten CASP questions has been designed for initial selected studies 

and the total scores for each research have been calculated. The result of this assessment showed 

that 3 studies are low in quality. Finally 18 researches entered the next step of meta-synthesis 

(coding process). The list of final selected studies are presented in table 2. 

Table 2: List of Final selected studies 

Research 

No. 
Title References 

1 
Digital Business Transformation and Strategy: What Do We Know So 

Far? 
(Ismail et al., 2017) 

2 Strategy in a Digital World (D’Cruz et al., 2016) 

3 
Editorial: Digital Transformation & Digital Business Strategy in 

Electronic Commerce - The Role of Organizational Capabilities 
(Nadeem et al., 2018) 

4 Digital Strategy and Digital Transformation (Gobble, 2018) 

5 Digital Transformation Strategies (Matt et al., 2015) 

6 Digital strategy: The four fights you have to win (Catlin et al., 2018) 

7 Critical Success Factors of Digital Business Strategy 
(Holotiuk & Beimborn, 

2017) 

8 
Components Of A Digital Transformation Strategy: A South African 

Perspective 
(Mapingire et al., 2021) 

9 
Clarifying Digital Strategy – Detailed Literature Review of Existing 

Approaches 
(Schallmo et al., 2018) 

10 Options for Formulating a Digital Transformation Strategy (Hess et al., 2020) 

11 
Digital transformation strategy making in pre-digital organizations: 

The case of a financial services provider 
(Chanias et al., 2019) 

12 Digital strategy patterns in information systems research 
(Dang & Vartiainen, 

2019) 

13 Your Company Doesn’t Need a Digital Strategy (Westerman, 2018) 

14 
Understanding Digital Transformation Strategy Formation: Insights 

from Europe's Automotive Industry 
(Chanias & Hess, 2016) 

15 How Big Old Companies Navigate Digital Transformation 
(Sebastian, Ross, et al., 

2017) 

16 
Integrated Methodological Framework for Digital Transformation 

Strategy Building (IMFDS) 

(Korachi & Bounabat, 

2019) 

17 How to Develop a Great Digital Strategy 
(MIT Sloan Management 

Review, 2019) 

18 Digital Strategy: Integrated Approach and Generic Options (Schallmo et al., 2019) 

 



 

 

3.1 Quality Control 

To control the quality of this research, recommendations made by Lincoln and Guba were 

considered, which is equivalent to validity and reliability in quantitative researches. Based on 

Lincoln and Guba method, the criteria of reliability and validity (reliability), transferability and 

verifiability were considered for evaluation (Golafshani, 2003). In order to maintain the quality of 

research, before the coding process, a correct understanding of the concepts related to the field of 

digital transformation and digital strategy was formed. Also for study selection, inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were considered (Table 1) so that the selected articles are of appropriate quality. 

Then, during the research, CASP tool was used to evaluate the quality of selected articles. The 

findings of this study are presented next. 

4 Results 

To answer the research question, 18 articles entered the coding stage. At this stage, the goal was 

to obtain the aspects that are used to describe the digital strategy. In the data collection process, 8 

main pillars were extracted to identify the various aspects involved in the definition of the digital 

strategy (Table 3). 

Table 3: Findings 

Research Number in Table 2 

 

 

 

Extracted Aspect 

1
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4
 

5
 

6
 

7
 

8
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1
1
 

1
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1
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1
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1
6
 

1
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1.  Dimensions affected by the 

strategy 
                  

1.1. Dynamic business 

ecosystem 
                  

1.2. 1.2. Organizational Structure                   

1.3. Culture                   

1.4. Business Model                   

1.5. Operational Process                   

1.6. Product and Services                   

2.  Create and Take advantages of 

Digital Resources and 

Capabilities 

                  

3. Recreation of relationships                   

3.1. Recreating relationships 

with business ecosystem 

actors 
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1
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1
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3.2. Recreating relationships 

with employees 
                  

3.3. Recreating relationships 

with Customers 
                  

4. Reallocation of resources in a 

very different way 
                  

5. Aiming to create a competitive 

advantage and create value for 

all actors 

                  

6. Is part or all of the Business 

Strategy 
                  

7. Aligns and integrates business                   

7.1.  Horizontal ( cross-sectional ) 

alignment 
                  

7.2. Vertical alignment                   

8.  Is an agile strategy                   

 

As shown in table 3, there are different dimensions in the organization that are affected by digital 

strategy, and therefore one of the main pillars in this meta-synthesis was the various aspects that 

are affected by digital strategy. These aspects include the organization's products and services, the 

operational processes, the business model, the organizational culture and structure, and the 

dynamic ecosystem of the organization. 

Create and take advantages of digital resources and capabilities is one of the axioms that the digital 

transformation seeks, and this has been shown in the findings. Most of the studies have addressed 

this aspect directly and not addressing this issue in other studies does not mean denying such an 

aspect of digital strategy. 

In such a strategy, the resources of the organization are allocated in a completely different way 

and its goal is to create a competitive advantage for the organization and also to create value for 

all stakeholders who are related to the organization. Findings show that this strategy is all or part 

of the organization's strategy and creates alignment in the organization, both horizontally and 

vertically. As mentioned in some studies, agility is also one of the features of this strategy. In the 

next section, the results of these findings are presented. 



 

 

5 Conclusion 

This research sought to provide a comprehensive definition of the concept of organizational digital 

strategy using the meta-synthesis method. In this study, for the research question (what is the 

digital strategy of the organization) 8 pillars (called the aspects of digital strategy) were 

categorized. The results of this study, by synthesizing the previous results, have tried to eliminate 

the quantities and shortcomings of previous articles in considering the transformative power of 

digital technologies and digital age trends that are based on collaboration networks for 

organizations. 

According to the results, some of the studies were related to specific areas and some of them dealt 

with the digital transformation strategy in general, but none of them dealt with all the various 

aspects of this strategy in an integrated and comprehensive manner. Sometimes in the definition 

of digital strategy, there is a resource-based view and it is seen in all the actions of the organization 

in relation to its digital assets and initiatives. In a broader view, digital strategy uses 

transformational technologies to create capabilities within the business so that an organization can 

respond to changing market conditions. This perspective also has a resource-based view of digital 

strategy that is developed and implemented using digital resources to create a distinctive value. 

According to the results of this study, in a comprehensive approach, we define digital strategy as 

follows: "Organizational digital strategy is part or all of the business level strategy that is agile and 

creates value by creating and utilizing digital resources and capabilities at all levels and units of 

the organization. This strategy, by aligning and integrating vertically and horizontally within the 

organization and coopetition in a dynamic business ecosystem, redefines all the different 

dimensions of business and recreates relationships with customers, employees and all actors in this 

digital ecosystem." 

There have been very few academic studies in the field of digital strategy, and most of the studies 

that have been conducted are not relevant to our subject or have been conducted in a specific field. 

In addition to the small number of previous studies in this field, another limitation is the access to 

experts who have practical experience in this field and are well acquainted with organizational 

digital strategies. Therefore, this study focuses only on previous studies. Due to the novelty of the 

current research, it is suggested that the dimensions and types of digital strategies be studied as 

well. It is also suggested that future studies focus on providing a framework for proposing digital 

strategy to organizations according to the characteristics and conditions of each organization, as 

well as providing a framework for evaluating the success of the digital strategy in organizations. 
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