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______________________________________________________________________________ 

ABSTRACT 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

With the rise of digital technologies that have disrupted standard business models and created a 

new level of competition in the market, the need for digital business strategising that shapes the 

future of organisations and achieves digital transformation is high on the agenda of most firms. 

The added complexity of uncertainty in the regulatory environment regarding financial products 

and services, regulation of digital platforms and ongoing financial regulatory changes based on 

macro-economic turbulence, makes for a complex external environment within which businesses 

need to effectively compete and achieve performance targets. A qualitative, interpretive case 

study of a South African based global organisation is undertaken to explore and understand how 

organisations navigate the macro-environmental landscape while forging a digitally transformed 

future. The research uses thematic analysis to extract themes in the data collected from both IT 

and business leaders as they navigate the path of transitioning from traditional to digital business 

models in the context of regulatory uncertainty. The study provides insight into what is required 

for firms to achieve digital transformation, and demonstrates the influence that regulatory 

uncertainty has on the digital business strategising process of a firm. A conceptual model is 

developed that reflects the key drivers of digital transformation to achieve digital maturity and 

competitive advantage, and also represents the external influencing factors of regulatory 

uncertainty. The findings reveal a shift to a more tactical, combined top-down, bottom-up 

strategising practice with reliance on dynamic capabilities, strong leadership and innovation to 

overcome challenges of regulatory uncertainty. 

Keywords: digital business strategising; digital technologies; digital transformation; digital 

transformation strategising; macro-environment; regulatory uncertainty 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background to the Research Problem  

Organisations rely on an effective information systems (IS) strategising process that dynamically 

engages business and information technology (IT) teams to achieve its business goals 

(Karpovsky & Galliers, 2015). This strategising process delivers an IS strategic plan to guide 

technology investment decisions and creates a shared vision of the future technology journey 

(Henfridsson & Lind, 2014). The strategising process is one that continuously works through 

conflicting demands, prioritises these demands, and allocates resources to find creative solutions 

that achieve business objectives (Marabelli & Galliers, 2017). For businesses to succeed, it is 

essential for “digital” to become part of business processes and calls for a different management 

mindset that will drive digital transformation (Fitzgerald, Kruschwitz, Bonnet & Welch, 2013).   

1.1.1 The role of “Digital” in the Strategising process 

Digital transformation brings about significant business optimisation as well as an enhanced 

customer experience, through the innovative creation of digital business models (Matt, Hess & 

Benlian, 2015) using technologies such as “social, mobile, analytics, cloud and Internet of 

Things [IoT]” (Sebastian, Ross, Beath, Mocker, Moloney & Fonstad, 2017, p. 197). Since digital 

technologies are inherently disruptive, they trigger a cohesive IS-business engagement model 

that facilitates the digital business strategising process (Sandberg, 2014).  The concept of a digital 

business strategy (DBS) is described as a strategy that is “formulated and executed by leveraging 

digital resources to create differential value” (Bharadwaj, El Sawy, Pavlou, & Venkatraman, 

2013, p. 472). The traditional strategic information systems planning (SISP) practice is 

influenced by the DBS concept (Kahre, Hoffman & Ahlemann, 2017) in a way that transforms 

traditional business models through the application of digital technologies in products, services, 

and processes (Mithas, Tafti & Mitchell, 2013). Instead of a constant focus on IT and business 

alignment, the relationship model becomes an IT-business collaboration (Sandberg, 2014). To 

remain profitable in a marketplace where the level of competition has increased, organisations 

need a carefully planned digital business strategy (DBS) that creates business value for 

customers (Keen & Williams, 2015). Since digital capabilities are easily accessible through 

copying or imitation (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Coltman, Tallon, Sharma & Queiroz, 2015), they 

provide a greater range of choices for customers (Porter & Heppelmann, 2014).To remain 
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relevant in the market place and compete for market share, digital transformation needs to be 

high on the strategic agenda of firms (Hess, Matt, Benlian & Wiesböck, 2016).  However, 

constant shifting and uncertainty in the macro-environment, gives rise to volatility and 

unforeseen complexities within the IT and business environments (Bharadwaj et al., 2013), 

placing DBS strategies for digital transformation at risk (Lerner, 2015).

1.1.2 Regulatory Uncertainty in the Macro-environment 

Uncertainty due to absent, unclear, or constantly changing legislation has a detrimental effect on 

digital business strategising (Weber, 2015). This highlights a need for further research on the 

coevolution of IT and business strategies within macro-environments that change at a 

significantly swift pace (Arvidsson, Holmström & Lyytinen, 2014). It also raises the question as 

to how firms go about improving business performance by shifting to digital business models 

despite the constraints of regulatory uncertainty. According to Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron and 

Buckley (2016), failures in organisational digital transformations are prevalent. This highlights 

the importance of gaining an in-depth understanding of how to address external factors such as 

regulatory uncertainty that threaten the firm’s aspirational digital future and the success of its 

digital transformation. 

1.2 Purpose of the Research 

Extant literature on coping with instability in the macro-environment focuses mainly on 

developed countries, with few studies undertaking an in-depth investigation of the effect of 

environmental uncertainty on business strategy and performance in developing countries (Li & 

Liu, 2014). The purpose of this research is to address this research gap by investigating the case 

of a financial services provider in a developing country like South Africa. It examines how a 

South African organisation goes about strategising its digital business while contending with the 

ongoing influences of regulatory uncertainty in a competitive macro-environment.  

1.3 Research Problem Statement 

Organisations need to keep up with the quick pace at which technology develops, especially 

since digital solutions and reliance on technology have become fundamental in all areas of 

business (Lerner, 2015). Business growth is negatively impacted when firms are not able to stay 

abreast of the progression of digital technology (Lerner, 2015). Strategising for business 

digitalisation is critical for an organisation to remain competitive (Mithas et al., 2013) and is not 
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necessarily only a component of the Information Technology (IT) department plan (Lerner, 

2015). The regulatory sphere as a source of environmental uncertainty is of particular interest to 

this study where uncertainty due to absent, unclear or constantly changing legislation, has a 

detrimental effect on digital business strategising (Weber, 2015).  A well-referenced example is 

the world-wide financial crisis between 2007 and 2009, caused by the lack of legislation and 

control of the financial sector (Bordo, Duca & Koch, 2016). Jain and Hazra (2016) support the 

view that regulatory uncertainty is more complex to assess than business risk. In terms of 

technology investment decisions being negatively affected by unpredictable changes in laws or 

regulations, Jain and Hazra (2016) find that high regulatory uncertainty influences firms to opt 

for lower capacity or low-end technology investments. Hoerr (2011) warns that regulatory 

uncertainty may increase development costs, negatively affect the financing of technology 

investments, and cause implementation timeframes to shift.  Uncertainty in the regulatory 

environment therefore impacts progress in the areas of digital technology (Weber, 2015) and 

business performance (Bordo et al., 2016). This situation of ongoing uncertainty in the regulatory 

macro-environment prevents business leaders from following through on their future digital 

business strategies (Granados & Gupta, 2013) and requires further research.  

1.4 Research Objectives 

To understand how an organisation navigates ongoing uncertainty in the legislative macro 

environment while keeping abreast of digital technology through its digital business strategising 

process, the objectives of this study are as follows: 

1. To determine how organisations strategise for digital business in the context of regulatory

uncertainty within the financial services industry.

2. To determine how regulatory uncertainty influences digital business strategising within the

financial services industry.



                                                                                                                                                                             

Digital Business Strategising in the context of Regulatory Uncertainty – the case of a Financial Services Provider in South Africa  Page 13 of 84 

1.5 Research Questions  

 

To achieve the research objectives, the primary research question, formulated as - How do 

organisations strategise for digital business in the context of regulatory uncertainty? is 

addressed through the following sub-questions: 

 

1. How does regulatory uncertainty influence digital business strategising?  

 

2. What strategising approach is taken by IS practitioners in achieving digital business 

    strategy while dealing with regulatory uncertainty? 

3. What strategising approach is taken by business leaders in achieving digital business strategy  

    while dealing with regulatory uncertainty? 

The secondary research question that will be covered by this study is - How can organisations 

mitigate against the detrimental impacts of regulatory uncertainty on their digital business 

strategising process? and is addressed via the following sub-questions: 

 

1. What are the key factors to consider when evaluating potential negative impacts of regulatory   

     uncertainty on digital business strategies? 

 

2. What can IS practitioners do to mitigate the negative impact of regulatory uncertainty on 

    digital business strategy and growth? 

 

3. What can business leaders do to mitigate the negative impact of regulatory uncertainty on 

     digital business strategy and growth? 

 

1.6 Scope of the Research 

The research focuses on a single case study of a large global retail organisation that is a financial 

services provider with its head office based in South Africa (S.A.), and investigates how the 

organisation strategises for digital business in the context of regulatory uncertainty. 

1.7 Research Context 

The research was conducted with business leaders who head up financial services business areas 

and IS leaders delivering technology solutions in systems affected by the research problem. At a 

time when the research organisation was contemplating its long-term digital business strategy, 

new legislation affecting the financial services industry in S.A. needed to be considered in terms 
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of business process and systems changes. These included the credit affordability regulations 

requiring customer proof of income (National Credit Regulations including Affordability 

Assessment Regulations published in Regulation Gazette No 10382 in GG No 38557 of 2015-

03-13), the Protection of Personal Information Act (South Africa. Protection of Personal 

Information Act No. 4 of 2013), financial accounting IFRS9 legislation, debit order regulations 

and marketing permissions. The credit affordability regulations negatively impacted the growth 

and performance of the organisation, due to the lack of clarity and uncertainty caused by varied 

interpretations. The focus on dealing with regulatory uncertainty and its effect on the business 

detracted somewhat from its strategic plans for digital transformation. 

1.8 Research Approach 

The research philosophy is exploratory and interpretive in order to uncover the meaning that 

people assign to the phenomenon being researched (Klein & Myers, 1999). The personal 

engagement with participants to gain an understanding of their experiences and how it relates to 

the research problem makes the nature of this research qualitative (Stake, 1995). From an ethical 

standpoint, to fulfill the research company’s request for anonymity, acronyms are used in the 

data analysis and findings, the company name is not included, and the description of the 

company is generalised at a high level. The research does not include questions relating to 

gender, race, ethnicity, age range, religion, income or disability. 

1.9 Structure of the Dissertation 

Chapter 1 Introduction - This chapter provides the background, research objective, and scope as 

well as describing the purpose of the research, the research context, approach, and overall 

structure and flow of the dissertation.  

Chapter 2 Literature Review - This chapter presents the literature review of existing literature 

on the research problem that was undertaken before and during the data collection and analysis 

process.   

Chapter 3 Research Design - The research methods, conceptual research model, and description 

of thematic analysis are covered in this chapter.  
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Chapter 4 Findings - This chapter presents the analysis and findings of the research, and reflects 

these in the revised research model.  

Chapter 5 Discussion - The findings are discussed in relation to existing literature, and outlines 

5 propositions that can be explored in future empirical studies.  

Chapter 6 Conclusion - This is the final chapter that summarises the research study, and 

discusses the limitations of the research as well as future research options based on the analysis 

and findings. 
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW  

Two phases of reviewing current literature were undertaken. The first phase focused on the 

current body of knowledge on the research topic. The results of the analysis and synthesis of the 

literature assisted in gaining depth of knowledge on the key concepts as explained in current 

literature (Watson, 2015). The objective of the second phase was two-fold; to broaden and 

deepen the understanding of the literature reviewed in phase one and to ensure that the most 

recent and high-quality literature (AIS top 8 plus other top business journals - Appendix 6) on 

the research topic of digital transformation was sourced through doing a systematic literature 

review (Appendix 5). A systematic literature review is defined as “a systematic, explicit and 

reproducible method for identifying, evaluating and synthesising the existing body of completed 

and recorded work produced by researchers, scholars, and practitioners” (Fink, 2014, p. 3). 

These two phases strengthened the quality of the resultant literature review and revealed 

concepts that relate directly to the research objective. These concepts are described in Table 1 

below, followed by a detailed review of all the concepts emerging from the analysis and 

synthesis of the literature. 

Table 1: Definitions of Key concepts 

IS strategy IS strategy “provides a shared understanding across the organisation to guide IT investment decisions” (Henfridsson & 

Lind, 2014, p. 239).  

 

IS strategising “IS strategising is, thus, clearly positioned as a dynamic, on-going construct focusing on how organisations deal with 

the conflicting demands associated with exploiting existing assets such as infrastructures, resources and expertise 

(based on past experience), and exploring new solutions and tasks through social interactions and creativity” (Marabelli 

& Galliers, 2017, p. 352). 

Digital 

Technologies 

 

“new combinations of digital and physical components to produce novel products” (Yoo, Henfridsson & Lyytinen 

2010, p. 725) that enable digital innovation. 

“digital technologies (viewed as combinations of information, computing, communication, and connectivity 
technologies)” (Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 471). 

Digital Business 

Strategy 

“a fusion between IT strategy and business strategy into an overarching phenomenon we herein term digital business 

strategy” (Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 472).  
DBS is an “organisational strategy formulated and executed by leveraging digital resources to create differential value” 

(Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 472). 

Digital Business 

Strategising 

 

“Dynamically synchronised, business and IT are mutual drivers of strategic change, business value and ultimately 

competitive advantage” (Kahre et al., 2017, p. 4707). 

Digital 

Transformation  

Strategy 

“blueprint that supports companies in governing the transformations that arise owing to the integration of digital 

technologies, as well as in their operations after a transformation” (Matt et al., 2015, p. 340). 

 

Digital 

Transformation 

 

“the transformation of products, processes, and organisational aspects owing to new technologies” (Matt et al., 2015, p. 
339). 

“go beyond the process paradigm, and include changes to and implications for products, services, and business models 

as a whole” (Matt et al., 2015, p. 340). 

Digital Maturity 

 
“Digitally maturing companies, for example, are more than five times more likely to have a clear digital strategy than 

are companies in early stages” (Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron & Buckley, 2015, p. 5). 

“an organisation where digital has transformed processes, talent engagement and business models say that their 

organisations have a clear and coherent digital strategy” (Kane et al., 2015, p. 3). 
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Regulatory 

Uncertainty  

“As the uncertainties in the regulation standard increases, the firm's capacity investments decrease and the firm tends to 

invest in the low-end technologies” (Jain & Hazra, 2016, p. 142). 

“Uncertainty in the regulatory environment has the potential to increase both the costs and time needed for 

development, thereby making the commercialisation process unpredictable and, in the worst case, incapable of being 

financed” (Hoerr, 2011, p. 1514) 

Regulatory 
Compliance 

“authorised regulatory bodies to issue fines for noncompliance” (Fabrizio, 2012, p. 771).  

 

2.1 Information Systems Strategising 

IS strategising is a dynamic, continuous process that examines how companies address 

conflicting demands while exploiting existing assets and exploring new solutions (Marabelli & 

Galliers, 2017). Exploring challenges and exploiting opportunities needs to take place between 

IT and business teams as opposed to focusing mainly on creating the IS plan (Henfridsson & 

Lind, 2014). IS strategising involves interactive processes facilitated by both IT and business 

teams, making the cohesiveness between IT and business teams stronger (Karpovsky & Galliers, 

2015). These IT and business teams frequently need to address new and uncertain issues that 

require close collaboration and result in strategy as a practice (Karpovsky & Galliers, 2015). 

Strategy is then formulated “in-flight” as new demands emerge and reconfiguring takes place to 

adapt to the on-going dynamic environment (Karpovsky & Galliers, 2015). The way in which 

firms strategise for IS is largely influenced by volatility in the external environment (Salmela, 

Lederer & Reponen, 2000). Segars, Grover and Teng (1998) define various characteristics of 

rationality and adaptation to distinguish alternative ways of IS strategising. Rationality is 

characterised by comprehensiveness in decision making, formalisation in the IS strategising 

process, top-down flow of authority, and focus on control rather than innovation (Segars et al., 

1998). Adaptation is characterised by the frequency of IS strategy meetings and broad 

participation in the strategising process (Segars et al., 1998).  

 

2.2 Digital Technologies 

Digital technologies are well understood as being “new combinations of digital and physical 

components to produce novel products” (Yoo et al., 2010, p. 725). Digital technologies are 

“viewed as combinations of information, computing, communication, and connectivity 

technologies” (Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 471) in the areas including “social, mobile, analytics, 

cloud and Internet of Things [IoT]” (Sebastian et al., 2017, p. 197). To remain competitive, firms 

have to find creative ways of embedding these digital technologies into their business models, 

products and services (Horlacher & Hess, 2016).  A good example of the application of digital 
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technology is how Rolls Royce, the automotive company, monitors the health of engines in their 

aircraft through real-time analytics of sensor-based digital technologies placed in the turbines of 

the engines (Barrett, Davidson, Prabhu & Vargo, 2015). The benefit of applying digital 

technology solutions is visible to competitors who then feel pressured to compete (Woodard, 

Ramasubbu, Tschang & Sambamurthy, 2013). The use of digital technologies has therefore 

disrupted the previously well-understood competitor dynamic in the market, making 

organisations reliant on an effective digital business strategising function that creates value for 

customers (Bharadwaj et al., 2013) and results in competitive advantage (Kahre et al., 2017).   

2.3 Digital Business Strategy 

DBS is a business strategy that exploits digital technologies and drives capabilities in response to 

ongoing environmental changes (Sebastian et al., 2017). Leaders need to communicate the broad, 

high-level digital business strategy (DBS) to employees at all levels within the organisation 

(Yoew, Soh & Hansen, 2018). For executives to lead confidently and shift efforts to match 

fulfillment and monitor progress, they rely on an unambiguously clear DBS that steers the firm 

towards success (Ross, Sebastian & Beath, 2017).  It is important for IS leaders to acknowledge 

DBS as a replacement of the traditional IT-business alignment model as this will become the 

common practice (Kahre et al., 2017). The DBS concept can be applied in both passive and 

active ways where business and IS strategies merge for the passive benefit of a cohesive 

relationship (Drnevich & Croson, 2013), as well as the active business-IT coupling that creates a 

competitive advantage (Mithas et al., 2013). Whether these partnerships are passive or active, it 

is of interest to evaluate (Kahre et al., 2017) the fusion of business and IT, and how this method 

of strategising improves business performance. 

2.4 Digital Business Strategising  

The need for Business-IT strategic alignment has over the past few decades become a well-

established requirement in organisations with IT often in an enabling role rather than one that 

drives or influences business strategy (Coltman et al., 2015). For digital business strategising to 

be effective, the whole organisation needs to participate in innovative thinking and become 

aware of digital solutions (Kahre et al., 2017; Wunderlich & Beck, 2018). Defined more broadly, 

digital business strategising is described within the context of four themes, namely the scale, the 
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scope, the source, and the speed (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). Scope refers to the interconnectedness 

of the business ecosystem, which encompasses the firm’s portfolio of products and services. The 

scale concept ensures linkages exist between partners and competitors by utilising networks. Due 

to the nature of digitalisation, business activities occur at faster speeds (Bharadwaj et al., 2013).   

As new processes and business models expand the workflows of delivery and supply, the sources 

of value creation are increased (Bharadwaj et al., 2013).  In this way, the borders between IT and 

business become vague (Peppard, Galliers & Thorogood, 2014) with DBS seen as the “new logic 

of competitive strategy” (Woodard et al., 2013, p. 538). Firms have an edge on their competitors 

when the strategy is driven in unison by business and IT to realise the business value (Bharadwaj 

et al., 2013; Sandberg, 2014). Hess et. al. (2016) highlight the opportunity that digital 

technologies create for IT to change its strategising approach to become more business-centric 

rather than one that mostly attends to IT infrastructure and application systems. While it is 

essential to have a sound DBS that clearly communicates the future digital roadmap and vision 

for the firm, DBS does not provide direction on the transformation process that brings the vision 

into existence (Hess et al., 2016). A strategy that details how the organisation will go about its 

digital transformation is required. 

2.5 Digital Transformation Strategising 

The digital transformation strategising process takes the digital business strategy a step further. It 

attends to the organisational governance and policies required to steer the company towards 

becoming digitally transformed (Matt et al., 2015). The digital transformation strategising 

process maps out the detailed steps toward digital transformation and guides managers through 

the transformation process that results from the integration and use of digital technologies (Matt 

et al., 2015). Digital transformation is an undertaking that affects all aspects of an organisation 

and requires a comprehensive approach to ensure the desired business result is achieved (Hess et 

al., 2016). To support such undertakings, according to Hess et. al. (2016), a digital 

transformation framework with four components is recommended:  

“1. The use of technologies reflects a firm’s approach and capability to explore and exploit new 

digital technologies. 2. Changes in value creation reflects the influence of digital transformation 

on a firm’s value creation. 3. Structural changes refer to the modifications in organisational 

structures, processes and skillsets that are necessary to cope with and exploit new technologies. 
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4. The financial aspects dimension relates to both a firm’s need for action in response to a 

struggling core business, as well as its ability to finance a digital transformation endeavor” (Hess 

et al., 2016, p. 124). Likewise, four elements: “structure, process, technology and people” (Sia, 

Soh & Weill, 2016, p. 117) highlight the importance of alignment of a firm’s DBS, workforce, 

culture, technology, and structure to effectively engage with stakeholders and attain maturity in 

digital transformation endeavours (Kane et al., 2016). According to Yeow et. al. (2018), a 

dynamic capabilities approach is an effective process for business-IT digital business 

strategising. This can be achieved through sensing, seizing and transforming or reconfiguring so 

that mismatching areas that create tension across resources and evolving strategy, can be 

highlighted and addressed to be effective in its digital strategy transformation (Yeow et al., 

2018). 

2.6 Digital Transformation 

Digital transformation is “the transformation of products, processes, and organisational aspects 

owing to new technologies” (Matt et al., 2015, p. 339). Digital transformation goes “beyond the 

process paradigm, and include changes to and implications for products, services, and business 

models as a whole” (Matt et al., 2015, p. 340). An organisation-wide approach that integrates all 

operational and functional business areas impacted to achieve effective digital transformation is 

required (Hess et al., 2016). Transformation of operating models is required to accommodate 

improved, expanded, or redefined customer value propositions and is an impactful change 

management exercise (Berman, 2015). Leaders need to bring about changes to their traditional 

activities, specifically the need for flexible, agile capabilities, to implement digital technology 

solutions (Bennis, 2013). While digital transformation facilitates the working together of teams 

to improve products, services, and business models using digital technologies (Hess et al., 2016), 

leaders need to be aware that effective digital transformation needs a clear digital business 

strategy rather than relying on digital technology itself (Kane et al., 2015). Socio-technical ways 

of engaging with customers become a different way to co-create processes (Arvidsson & 

Holmström, 2018) that customers will value. To achieve effective digital transformation of 

business models, Westerman (2018) recommends having a holistic, across silo approach with a 

range of digital technologies as opposed to focusing on specific digital technology solutions 

only. To benefit from innovative ways of using digital technologies, firms need to create 
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governance and management practices (Malar, Arvidsson & Holmstrom, 2019). It is widely 

affirmed that to ensure success, firm executives need to play an integral role in digital 

transformation (Bonnet, McAfee & Westerman, 2014; Hess et al., 2016). 

2.7 Leadership 

The digital technology landscape requires continuous and swift adjusting, adapting, resilient 

behaviours, and creation of new scenarios to lead effectively (Bennis, 2013; Keen & Williams, 

2015). Leaders need to be cognisant of how digital technology affects their engagement with 

stakeholders such as customers, employees and suppliers (Bennis, 2013). To be effective in 

offering customers memorable omni-channel experiences, IT and marketing teams need to work 

closely with operations, customer services, and sales teams (Gulati & Soni, 2015). Omni-channel 

retailing encompasses a broad scope of shopping channels that include mobile and social media 

channels which shoppers navigate across as part of their purchasing process (Verhoef, Kannan & 

Inman, 2015). Owners of digital processes need to be quick learners, strong team players and be 

proficient at rallying financial investments (Gulati & Soni, 2015). Driving digital transformation 

across an organisation requires a focused effort that will influence a culture that is open to digital 

innovation (Horlacher & Hess, 2016). To accomplish this, firms introduce roles such as chief 

digital officers (CDOs) (Horlacher & Hess, 2016) and digital champions (Sia et al., 2016). The 

CDO role assists the chief information officer (CIO) with bringing about organisational change 

(Kahre et al., 2017). CDOs tend to have an entrepreneurial approach which is generally different 

from the CIO who has a stronger focus on technical transformation (Kahre et al., 2017). The 

CDO’s key focus is on the needs of customers and what they require from digital products. The 

CDO is a strategist who works closely with partners creating the solution (Singh & Hess, 2017). 

The CIO would also play a critical role in mediating between external and internal resources, 

since implementing a digital business strategy would mean gathering ideas and innovations from 

both outside and inside the firm to formulate new technology solutions (Wunderlich & Beck, 

2018). In a case study of DBS bank (Sia et al., 2016), the creation of “digital warriors” to 

champion digital innovation within their respective business areas improved the likelihood of 

success, as it built a sense of ownership and authority within these areas as well as participation 

and buy-in to the digital transformation process (Hess et al., 2016). As firms plan to roll out 

digital solutions, human resourcing becomes a critical factor due to the new types of 
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competencies and skills required (Hess et al., 2016). To successfully implement a DBS and 

effect digital transformation, employees and leaders alike need to be innovative, digitally skilled, 

and have a good understanding of digital technologies, the digital economy and how they can be 

used to deliver the desired business value (Weinrich, 2017; Chanias, Myers & Hess, 2018).  Four 

options of acquiring the relevant skills (Hess et al., 2016) include development of internal staff, 

sourcing externally, mergers or acquisitions of digitally competent companies, and partnering 

with a digital vendor. Leaders can also encourage staff to contribute and provide input to the 

digital transformation strategy so that they benefit from being included in the process 

(Westerman et al., 2015). Digital transformation also addresses issues about process redesign and 

efficiencies as opposed to digital solution implementations only (Li, Su, Zhang &Ye Mao, 2017). 

Leaders will need to be open to experimentation and adaptability to allow for innovation and 

speedy product launches (Sia et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2017). Staff participation and input are 

regularly invited and valued (Sia et al., 2016). Apart from the people impact aspect, digital 

transformation also takes into account the firm’s existing business models and the change impact 

created by digital technologies (Hess et al., 2016).  

2.8 Business Models 

The integral role played by IT in building new forms of services and products offered via 

differentiated business models has the potential to rearrange industry, and requires a new logic of 

competitive strategy (Woodard et al., 2013). Central to conventional business models are “value 

creation and capture” (Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 477). Keen and Williams (2015) however, posit 

that future digital solutions will be based on value architectures as opposed to business models. 

Value architectures refer to a firm’s blueprint to meet present customer demands and 

preferences, while continuously seeking new ways to get the attention of customers (Keen & 

Williams, 2015; Ross et al., 2017). As the organisation establishes a relationship with the 

customer, the business model starts to become more value-based, encouraging ongoing revenue 

(Ross et al., 2017). The demand will be for the development of technology that caters to constant 

shifts in customer value which is intrinsically linked to customer choice (Keen & Williams, 

2015). For example, when customers decided that daily news need not be accessed via 

newspapers, but rather via the Web, this customer choice caused the newspaper industry to 

refocus online. Another example is M-Pesa, a service used in developed and emerging 
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economies, that transfers money using a mobile device. This creative business model enables 

what could be considered to be a previously unknown customer need (Barrett et al., 2015). A 

fundamental aspect of DBS is to continuously consider who the customer of the future is, and 

what he or she values as new options become available through new entrants in the digital 

marketplace (Ross et al., 2017). Eventually, digital business strategy and business strategy will 

be seen as the same thing (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Hess et al., 2016), with the aim to shift 

business models from ad hoc customer sales to continuous revenue income through its value-

based digitised processes (Ross et al., 2017). Digital innovation will transform business models 

from being products or services to being intermediate frameworks (Keen & Williams, 2015). 

 

2.9 Digital Innovation 

Digital innovation is the force that initiates inventive social media, business services, and 

products (Barrett et al., 2015). It is explained as being the “creation of (and consequent change 

in) market offerings, business processes, or models that result from the use of digital technology” 

(Nambisan, Lyytinen, Majchrzak & Song, 2015, p. 224). It can also be seen as a response to the 

competitive market through leveraging digital technology and focusing on various ways to 

design new or enhanced products and services by reconfiguring and recombining digital artifacts 

(Woodard et al., 2013). Digital innovation has developed swiftly in the last ten years (Bharadwaj 

et al., 2013). It has enabled “new combinations of digital and physical components” (Yoo et al., 

2010, p. 725) through technologies such as “social, mobile, analytics, cloud and Internet of 

Things [IoT]” (Sebastian et al., 2017, p. 197) and stretches across platforms to deliver novel 

customer experiences (Nambisan et al., 2015). Through the creation of value networks that 

facilitate the sharing of knowledge and resources, digital technologies foster innovation (Barrett 

et al., 2015) and may even, via data mining and linking various resources, detect innovations 

(Lusch & Nambisan, 2015). Digital innovation is facilitated via “layered modular architectures” 

(Yoo et al., 2010, p. 724) with two distinctive features, namely “convergence and generativity” 

(Yoo, Boland, Lyytinen & Majchrzak, 2012, p.1398). Convergence describes the joining of 

customer experiences that can also occur singularly e.g. Internet and cell phone (Yoo et al., 

2012), and generativity is technology’s “overall capacity to produce unprompted change driven 

by large, varied, and uncoordinated audiences” (Zittrain, 2006, p. 1980). Companies such as 

Google and Apple who are leaders in terms of digital innovations have raised the bar by 
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providing customers with sought after convenience, accuracy and speed of satisfaction 

(Bharadwaj et al., 2013), creating pressure for other industries to push them towards digital 

transformation. The use of digital technologies has changed industry standards and how 

information sharing takes place between competitors (Weber, 2015). When formulating the DBS, 

firms need to decide what makes sense to share as the right information for the right stakeholder 

groups (Grover & Kohli, 2013). 

2.10 Digital Transparency 

Digital transparency is defined as a firm’s strategy on what they decide to disclose to 

stakeholders outside the boundaries of the firm (Granados & Gupta, 2013). Consumers have an 

increasing expectation to be instantly informed by digital platforms such as the Internet or 

mobile phones (New, 2010). This demands that stakeholders in supply chains become more 

transparent about e.g. their products and services information (New, 2010). Firms, therefore, 

need to decide on what and how much information they will disclose, bearing in mind that to 

compete in the digital age means that transparency becomes unavoidable even with the risk of 

abuse (Bennis, 2013). Firms will need to be cautious about what information is provided. 

Different views exist where some debate that firm strategy should be protected by not disclosing 

critical information (Grover & Kohli, 2013) while others indicate that the nature of DBS is to 

share information selectively with key solution partners and stakeholders (Granados & Gupta, 

2013). An approach to address this phenomenon is explained in that for every item of data, a 

choice to “disclose, distort, bias, or conceal information” (Granados & Gupta, 2013, p. 638) 

needs to be made, as it becomes increasingly challenging to secure internet and digital system 

solutions that use modular architectures (Grover & Kohli, 2013). While this draws attention to 

regulations around the confidentiality of data, it indicates a clear need for rules of data 

transparency and data minimisation that will underpin digital solution development (Weber, 

2015). Defined at a technical level (Markus & Loebbecke, 2013), the appetite of businesses to 

share common “commoditised” business processes that allow for nimbleness, effectiveness, and 

competitive distinction is tested. This idea is proposed as an alternative to replicating the cost 

and effort of building underlying DBS technologies for each company (Markus & Loebbecke, 

2013).   
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2.11 Digital Maturity 

A digitally mature organisation is one where there is clarity on the digital business strategy and 

where digital transformation has taken effect on the firm’s business models, processes, and 

human competencies (Kane et al., 2015). Digital maturity is defined by Chanias and Hess (2016, 

p. 4) as “the status of a company’s digital transformation”. There are various terms used to refer 

to digital maturity, for example, Neuland (2015) refers to a digital transformation index. When 

organisations are in the early phases of digital transformation, they tend to focus on specific 

operationally focused technologies as opposed to a bigger picture view of the full business 

process transformation (Kane et al., 2015). From a managerial perspective, the company’s level 

of digital maturity is assessed by the digital transformation efforts already implemented (Chanias 

& Hess, 2016). Less digitally mature firms are typically reluctant to invest in providing 

employees with the relevant skills as compared to those on the more mature end of the scale 

where the culture is team focused and risk-taking (Kane et al., 2015). It is also more likely that a 

digitally mature organisation has a dedicated person or team leading the digital transformation 

initiative with staff showing a high level of confidence in that leadership and the digital 

competency of the leader. Leaders are not necessarily experts in the technology field but have a 

solid grasp on the value and investment for the firm’s future growth (Kane et al., 2015). 

Typically, digitally mature firms focus on developing four technologies (cloud, social media, 

mobile and analytics) with fairly equal focus (Kane et al., 2015). Organisations can make use of 

maturity models to assess their current state of digital maturity (Schumacher, Erol & Sihn, 2016). 

A useful lens is provided in Table 2 (Neuland, 2015) and is based on the dStrategy Digital 

Maturity Model ™ (Kubrick, 2013) that looks at the path to digital maturity. 
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Table 2: Elements of Digital Maturity (Neuland, 2015) 

D1: Strategy The consciousness for the digital transformation must be 

embedded in the company digital business strategy 

D2: Leadership The transformation needs digital leadership and should not be 

outsourced 

 

D3: Products Digitalisation leads to new products and services with benefits for 

customers and new fields of business resulting in Digital 

transformation 

D4: Operations The digitalisation of the core processes has to be forced by a new 

operating digital business model which increases the agility inside 

the organisation 

D5: Culture A change of culture inside the company is necessary which leads 

to an open digital innovation culture 

D6: People Digitalisation needs experts and digital qualification for the non-

experts 

D7: Governance Digital business strategy (DBS) must become part of the objective 

agreement 

D8: Technology Replacement of older IT-structures with digital technology is 

necessary 

 

These elements provide a good compass when considering the path to digital maturity while 

formulating a strategy to cope with regulatory uncertainty. 

2.12 Regulatory Compliance  

Authorised regulatory bodies are appointed to assess the level of compliance within 

organisations, and issue fines for non-compliance. These fines could equal or exceed the cost of 

compliance (Fabrizio, 2012). A study done by Bayer, Norton and Falck-Zepeda (2010) on the 

cost impacts of regulatory compliance found that while the costs decreased the net present value 

(NPV) by 1%, postponing the launch of a new product by one year reduced NPV by 12%, and by 

34% for a postponement of three years. Continuous negative effects of product delays result in 

increased expenses for product development, a negative impact on market share, and a poor 

perception of management (Bayer et al., 2010). While companies spend money to become 

compliant, monitoring compliance is costly and onerous for public authorities to enforce, and 

mostly with little success (Finck, 2017). 

2.13 Regulatory Uncertainty  

Uncertainty within the macro-environment context can be conceptualised as having three 

measures of uncertainty - heterogeneity, dynamism and hostility (Sabherwal & King, 1992). 
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Dynamism refers to the unpredictability and the rate of change within the external environment 

(Sabherwal & King, 1992). When there is a high rate of environmental change, management 

takes swift action and constantly implements new tactics and strategies (Ray, Wu & Konana, 

2009). Heterogeneity defines the diversity and the volume of factors in the external environment 

(Sabherwal & King, 1992). With more diversity taking place, more information needs to be 

gathered to make sense of the increasingly complex situation (Ray et al., 2009). Hostility is about 

the risk or threat coming from the external environment (Ray et al., 2009). To survive in a 

competitive market, firms need to manage environmental uncertainty in terms of 

unpredictability, instability, and information needed for decision making (Ray et al., 2009). 

Uncertainty in the regulatory environment has negatively impacted progress in the areas of 

digital technology (Weber, 2015), and business performance (Bordo et al., 2016). Firms need to 

practically apply the fusion of business strategy and digital technology to ensure success within 

the context of uncertain regulatory spheres (Kahre et al., 2017) as environmental instability has 

the potential to slow down progress (Mithas et al., 2013). Brown (2017) discusses the challenges 

that the UK encountered with creating a bill of law that covers multiple legislative items on the 

UK digital economy where sensitivity to the rights of individuals need to be considered while 

also allowing connectivity and transparency. Finding the balance in achieving this is made more 

complex by the swift growth of digital technologies, the risks and threats inherent in the digital 

age, and the blur of borders when building digital technology that operates across business areas 

and jurisdictions (Brown, 2017). Finck (2017) also draws attention to the complexity of defining 

regulations that take both public protection and enablement of technological creativity and 

business performance into account, in rapidly shifting environments. Finck (2017) highlights 

major paradigm shifts taking place whereby global datafication and digitalisation are poorly 

understood by lawmakers. Technology producers create “black box” solutions that present major 

challenges for lawmakers when defining digital platform regulations (Finck, 2017). Although 

businesses tend to challenge the government on regulations, alternatives being explored are co-

regulations that rely on some level of data sharing, (Finck, 2017) and self-regulation that requires 

collaboration between the regulator and the industries being regulated (Baud & Chiapello, 2017). 

Since markets are dependent on the ability to predict outcomes and manage risk, extended 

periods of regulatory uncertainty present a challenge and most likely raise the cost and prolong 
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the development of digital technology solutions (Hoerr, 2011). This situation places risk on 

capital investments needed to fund digital technology solutions (Hoerr, 2011).  

2.14 Coping with Regulatory Uncertainty  

To continuously achieve a competitive advantage, firms need to effectively respond to dynamic 

macro-environments including disruptive technologies or regulatory uncertainty (Frank, Guttel & 

Kessler, 2017). Strategic use of IT becomes even more significant in highly unstable 

environments (El Sawy, Malhotra, Park & Pavlou, 2010), as firms seek to remain competitive 

while growing their dynamic capabilities (DC) to proactively respond to and forecast coming 

events (Ward, 2012). Firms may decide to adopt specific strategic stances to cope with 

regulatory uncertainty (Engau & Hoffman, 2011). An offensive stance will directly and 

proactively tackle the challenges, while a defensive stance is about searching and gathering as 

much information to analyse and enable the replacement or simplification of uncertain decision 

criteria (Engau & Hoffman, 2011).  A passive stance brings about a once-off impactful change 

while creating resilience within the firm to cope with the impact so that it can shift into usual 

business practice thereafter (Engau & Hoffman, 2011).  Li & Liu (2014) recommend DC’s 

sensing, seizing and reconfiguring functions as key tools to use in coping with environmental 

dynamism. Li & Liu (2014) also confirm that DC’s drive, rather than moderate as they seize the 

chance to implement change that enables competitive superiority. Vecchiato (2012) who 

acclaims DC’s ability to create high levels of adaptability by focusing on three key steps, 

namely, i) continually and actively sensing ongoing changes in the environment, ii) seizing 

which is to grasp a firm understanding of these changes, iii) synchronising with the external 

environment through re-configuring both tangible and non-tangible investments (Vecchiato, 

2012).  Gelhard, von Delft and Gudergan (2016) point out, that not all three steps are necessarily 

always present, nor is it mandatory to follow the three-step sequence at all firms. The 

distinctiveness of the variations present at different firms may lead to a better result (Gelhard et 

al., 2016). Wilden and Gudergan, (2015), go as far as to say that regardless of the level of 

instability in the environment, the dynamic features of sensing and reconfiguring capabilities add 

value, especially in highly competitive markets. The DC approach calls for firms to be creative, 

innovative, and to reconfigure as a means of coping with an uncertain and constantly shifting 

environment (Frank et al., 2017). To be effective when hostility and dynamism in environments 
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increase, firms need to apply different types of DC that can sense risks, opportunities, 

reconfigure resources and be decisive with responses that are relevant to the situation (Sandberg, 

2014; Frank et al., 2017). Research results show that DC’s become even more significant for 

firms when there is a high level of environmental dynamism (Frank et al., 2017). To maintain 

control in a situation of turbulence and uncertainty in the macro-environment, Pondeville, Swaen 

and de Ronge (2013) suggest an ongoing gathering of information both within and outside of the 

organisation, to keep abreast of upcoming legislative change, potential consumer trends and 

desires, and directions being taken in the area of digital technology. This situation of ongoing 

uncertainty in the regulatory macro-environment impedes business leaders from following 

through on their future digital business strategies (Granados & Gupta, 2013). 

2.15 Competitors 

Customers come to expect similar experiences from business industries as they do from 

entertainment and social media industries where they enjoy more advanced digital interfaces 

(Kahre et al., 2017). Firms therefore are forced to shift existing paradigms and rethink how 

customers perceive value, and innovatively reshape their operations and processes to compete on 

a different level (Berman, 2015).  To maintain a competitive edge in volatile macro-environments 

including regulatory uncertainty or disruptive technologies, firms need the ability to effectively 

respond to markets (Frank et al., 2017) and ensure that there is a strong focus on the strategic use 

of IT (El Sawy et al., 2010). Being represented on the web and creating visibility with potential 

customers, has become paramount for businesses to survive in the digital age (Lerner, 2015). 

Digital transformation could mean that existing services and offerings become outdated, giving 

rise to new products and services readily available on websites and promoted across a range of 

social media platforms (Mithas et al., 2013). Ross et. al. (2017) advise firms to come up with a 

distinctive customer value offer, utilising digital technologies that cannot easily be copied by 

their competitors. Mithas et. al. (2013) however, warn that digital business solutions are more 

likely to disappoint due to business leaders not having a firm view on competitor response, as 

opposed to failure of the IT solution deployment.  
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2.16 Conceptual Research Model 

Figure 1 below represents the proposed conceptual research model based on themes emerging 

from the literature review outcomes. The conceptual diagram shows key elements, based on the 

above review that exists in the external regulatory environment as well as the internal 

organisational environment and which affect digital business strategising within the context of 

regulatory uncertainty in the financial services industry. The themes and sub-themes within the 

internal and external environmental contexts are depicted as follows: 

External regulatory environment:  

Regulatory uncertainty in terms of dynamism, heterogeneity, hostility, and the competitor market 

as well as the competitor dynamic concerning digital disruption that influences the competitor 

market. 

Internal organisational environment:  

Compliance with regulations, coping with regulatory uncertainty, digital business strategising, 

digital transformation strategising, digital transformation and digital maturity, as well as digital 

technologies, leadership, business models, digital innovation, and digital transparency that are 

inherent in achieving organisational digital transformation that leads to digital maturity.  

Volatility in the macro-environment affects the ability of firms to achieve their business 

strategies (Hoerr, 2011). To remain successful, organisations need to carefully negotiate 

uncertainty coming from the external regulatory environment (Frank et al., 2017). The research 

explores these two environmental contexts (the internal organisational environment and the 

external regulatory environment) and how regulatory uncertainty in the external environment 

affects the firm’s ability to achieve its digital business strategy.    
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Figure 1: Conceptual Research Model – Digital Business Strategising in the context of Regulatory Uncertainty 
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CHAPTER 3 - RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The research approach is outlined in this chapter. Creswell (2014) recommends ensuring clarity 

around the research approach to support the phenomenon under investigation. The research 

paradigm, conceptual research model, data collection, data analysis methods and techniques are 

presented in this chapter to provide a coherent picture (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, Jackson, 2012) 

of the research. 

3.1 Research paradigm 

Due to the nature of the research problem and based on the literature, it makes sense that seeking 

to understand how IS and business leaders effectively strategise for digital business in uncertain 

macro and regulatory environments require a research philosophy that is exploratory and 

interpretive. The key principle of interpretivism is to discover the meaning that people assign to 

the phenomenon being researched (Klein & Myers, 1999). When scrutinising the phenomenon of 

digital business strategising in the face of uncertainty, the research is interested in the varying 

perceptions and different, possibly conflicting realities that people live with, to gain an in-depth 

understanding (Mason, 2002; Stake, 2005). The interpretive epistemology is characterised by 

subjectivism and based on the empirical phenomenon, where the world does not exist separately 

from knowledge (Grix, 2004). Relativism is the ontological position of interpretivism and means 

that reality for each person is subjective and different (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The combination 

of the above-mentioned ontological and epistemological assumptions, define the research 

paradigm (Mack, 2010) applied in this study. 

3.2 Research Method 

Given the above-mentioned research paradigm, the nature of this research is qualitative. Stake 

(1995) describes qualitative research to be a research method that provides an understanding of 

the research problem rather than one that explains it. Knowledge is discovered rather than 

constructed, and the researcher’s role involves personal engagement with participants to gain in-

depth insights from their experiences (Stake, 1995). The unit of analysis is a selected 

organisation for a single case study that matches the research problem criteria, since it has prior 

and current experience with regulatory change and uncertainty that affects realisation of its 

digital business strategy. The organisation based in South Africa has had rich experiences in 

navigating the unpredictability of constant regulatory change and uncertainty. With the research 
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problem being one of intricacy and considerable breadth, it needs to be studied within the context 

in which it occurs (Yin, 1994). A single case study considering real-life phenomenon is studied 

to achieve an in-depth understanding of how strategising for digital business is influenced by 

regulatory uncertainty in the context of the financial services industry (Flyvberg, 2006). This 

approach is supported by Yin (2013) who recommends an exploratory case study to understand 

responses to the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions in an empirical real-life context, especially when 

there are no clear borders between phenomenon and context (Keutel, Michalik & Richter, 2014). 

Case studies provide in-depth descriptions of true to life scenarios (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Keutel et 

al., 2014) due to the researcher being inserted into its context, and interpreting the context-

dependent knowledge in a way that is useful and can be practically applied (Stake, 2005). To 

construct a refined view of reality requires these two criteria (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Context-

dependent knowledge adds value where predictive or context-independent theories cannot be 

relied upon, and case studies are ideal to provide this context-dependent knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 

2006). The depth of investigation within single case studies often lead to creative new ways of 

thinking and uncovers further challenges or opportunities that IS and business managers need to 

address (Keutel et al., 2014). 

3.3 Data Collection, Sample and Analysis 

The data collection included multiple methods such as interviews, company reports, 

presentations and media articles. The research study focused mainly on strategic level activities 

and hence included semi-structured face-to-face interviews with senior and executive-level 

leaders in both IS and business environments. The sampling was purposive in that it targeted 

specific business leaders where regulatory uncertainty directly affected their digital business 

strategising processes, operational processes, staff and structures. Similarly, a specific group of 

IS leaders responsible for systems architecture and technology solutions required to support these 

business leaders was targeted for inclusion in the research. The total amount of employees found 

to match this description were five IS and six business leaders. All of these eleven interview 

candidates availed themselves for the interviews. The research questions were broad and aimed 

at the organisational context (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007). The approach yielded data-rich 

detail due to the personal nature of the qualitative data collection approach (Keutel et al., 2014). 

The data gathered via audio recording and note-taking was transcribed and analysed using 

inductive thematic analysis with the assistance of the NVivo research analysis tool. Access to the 
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data stored in the NVivo analysis tool was protected through the use of a password only known 

to the researcher. The thematic analysis enabled the identification of repeat patterns in the 

gathered data (Braun, Clarke & Rance, 2015). The themes emerging from the collected data were 

compared to the conceptual research model (reflected in Figure 1) to enrich the model and depict 

the added or modified elements based on research results and findings, also confirmed in the 

literature (reflected in Figure 2).  

3.4 Research Validity 

Internal validity was developed through comparing interview responses across the two groups of 

leaders (business and IS) in conjunction with referencing the company reports, presentations and 

media articles. The data analysis findings were also compared to literature. The comparisons 

strengthened internal validity and generalisability for the formulation of propositions based on 

the themes emerging from the data analysis. The company documentation was useful for 

triangulation (Jick, 1979) to validate research data collected, corroborate and highlight gaps, 

misinterpretations, or errors in the interview information gathered, and enhance accuracy and 

integrity (Benbasat et al., 1987). 

3.5 Thematic Analysis 

The technique used in most qualitative analysis methods is searching the qualitative data for 

patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis (TA) therefore entails a search for recurring 

patterns or features in the data (Braun et al., 2015). TA does not support data analysis through a 

theoretical framework, and in this way enables flexibility in the research design for data 

collection and analysis (Braun et al., 2015). TA develops themes based on the data analysis and 

requires the finding of meaning in the data, to identify these themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). An 

interpretive or ‘latent’ level of data analysis identifies underlying assumptions and ideas as 

opposed to surface descriptions based on data patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A TA is made up 

of data extracts, initial codes, sub-themes and themes. Data extracts are subsets or portions of 

data in the full set of data that holds relevance for the research study (Miles, Huberman & 

Saldaña, 2014). To bring meaning to the data, data extracts are coded and rely on the researcher 

to apply in-depth internal discourse in order to interpret the data thoroughly (Miles et al., 2014). 

These codes may become themes, are linked to other codes or become obsolete. Themes are 

generated through concepts evidenced in the data and reflected key considerations relating to the 
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research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Sub-themes are themes that are part of a larger 

theme and add refinement to the overall theme as well as breaking down and simplifying a large 

or complicated theme making it easier to understand (Miles et al., 2014). TA requires continuous 

studying of the full data set, analysis of the data extracts, along with the results arising from this 

analytical process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). TA is an iterative process and not executed in 

sequence as reflected in Table 3, but is rather a constant revisiting of these phases (Braun et al., 

2015). It is during the continuous process of comparing data to identify linkages between themes, 

possible new themes or alignment to theory results, that new theory emerges (Braun et al., 2015; 

Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  

Table 3: The Phases in Thematic Analysis (Braun et al., 2015, p. 188-189). 

Phase Description 

1 Familiarization with the data Reading and re-reading the data. 

2 Coding Generating succinct labels that identify important features of the data 

relevant to answering the research question; after coding the entire data 

set, collating codes and relevant data extracts. 

3 Searching for themes Examining the codes and collated data to identify significant broader 

patterns of meaning; collating data relevant to each candidate theme. 

4 Reviewing themes Checking the candidate themes against the data set, to determine that 

they tell a convincing story that answers the research question. Themes 

may be refined, split, combined, or discarded. 

5 Defining and naming themes Developing a detailed analysis of each theme; choosing an informative 

name for each theme.  

 

6 Writing up Weaving together the analytic narrative and data extracts; 

contextualizing the analysis in relation to existing literature. 

3.5.1 Thematic Analysis process applied in the research 

An interview schedule of questions (Appendix 1), based on the conceptual research model, was 

developed to assist participants in their thought processes and articulation of their experiences 

relating to the research questions. The pre-set questions minimised researcher interference as it 

linked directly to the research model tenets and was reviewed by the research supervisor and 

Ethics in Research Committee prior to the interviews commencing. The semi-structured 

interviews were approximately one hour each. This was to enhance the richness of the data 

gathered as it gave participants time to consider the questions as it relates to their experience 

within the organisation.  The interviews were individually transcribed and coded using Nvivo. 

Initially, the interviews were studied separately followed by cross-interview comparisons in 

order to see differences and similarities in the answers to the interview questions. From this 

iterative process of data analysis utilising Nvivo coding and constructs found in the data, themes 
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and sub-themes that formed the basis of the propositions emerged. A summary of themes and 

sub-themes that emerged from the data analysis is provided (Table5). The propositions 

developed from the research results were linked to the research questions (Table 6).  

3.6 Research Resources 

This study required the researcher to collect information from a single organisation. Face to face 

interviews were conducted at the firm’s head office in a non-contrived natural setting. All face to 

face interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. All participants were available to meet 

face to face, with no necessity for interviews to take place via the telephone. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and captured into the NVivo system. Apart from semi-structured 

interviews, due to the research taking the form of a case study, supporting documentation, 

researcher notes, and artifacts from the organisation as well as relevant observations were 

referenced in the research results (Eisenhardt, 1989). Consolidation of multiple collated data 

sources enabled triangulation (Jick, 1979) and strengthened the research findings to enhance 

accuracy and integrity (Benbasat et al., 1987).  

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

The case study research proposal, signed ethics form and research instrument were submitted to 

the University of Cape Town’s Ethics in Research Committee and was approved. Management 

approval to proceed with the case study at the selected organisation was duly secured prior to 

contact being made with the identified participants.  Once management approval to proceed with 

the case study research was received, participants were contacted face-to-face or via telephone, 

and informed of the study, its aims and benefits. The cover letter to management and individual 

participants clearly stated the purpose of the study and that the study was being completed for 

academic purposes. Participants who responded positively were made aware that their 

participation was voluntary and that they had the right to withdraw at any time. Signed 

agreement to participate was collected from all participants.  To ensure anonymity and individual 

privacy, acronyms were used during the data analysis, result outputs and findings, and the 

identity of the organisation is not revealed. The research did not include questions relating to 

gender, race, ethnicity, age range, religion, income or disability and did not require engagement 

with UCT staff or students. A plagiarism declaration was included in the documentation 

provided, to ensure no form of plagiarism took place. 
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CHAPTER 4 - RESEARCH FINDINGS  

This chapter describes the data analysis results of the primary and secondary research questions 

and the findings from this analysis in two sections. The first section describes the profile of the 

case company. The next section scrutinises how the company navigated regulatory uncertainty 

while striving to achieve its digital business strategy and addresses the research questions. 

4.1 Background 

This section provides context to the research study in the form of background information on the 

context of the organisation (Org-FS) in which the case study research is conducted. The 

organisation is a large global retailer with its head office based in S.A, selling its merchandise 

both online and in physical outlets.  

4.1.1 Organisational Case Study Context 

At a time when Org-FS was contemplating its strategic approach in the digital arena, new 

legislations in the credit financial services environment were introduced. Over approximately 

three years, an average of two new legislations (affecting Org-FS) per year needed to be 

considered in terms of its impact on business processes. Of these, the most impactive to the 

performance of Org-FS were the credit affordability regulations (National Credit Regulations 

including Affordability Assessment Regulations published in Regulation Gazette No 10382 in 

GG No 38557 of 2015-03-13). This is supported by both primary (interviewee data) and 

secondary (business reports) research sources. Adhering to the legislation regarding proof of 

income introduced a cumbersome business process and resulted in an onerous experience for 

customers. The legislation required that customers provide evidence of their regular income for 

three consecutive months before being allowed the benefits of a credit facility. The multiple 

interpretations and lack of clarity around exactly how this legislation was meant to be practically 

implemented, meant that an already cumbersome process became even more complex as each 

interpretation was unpacked, implemented in systems and processes, and executed by staff and 

customers. The formulation of the organisation’s long term strategic digital business objectives 

for the most part had to be placed on hold due to the focus required to become compliant with 

regulations.  Two groups of research participants, “Financial Services Business leaders” and 

“Information Systems (IS) leaders” were identified as being key to the research, as they had first-



                                                                                                                                                                             

Digital Business Strategising in the context of Regulatory Uncertainty – the case of a Financial Services Provider in South Africa  Page 38 of 84 

hand leadership experience of the research phenomenon. The description of these two groups 

along with case study related organisational documents are detailed in Table 4. 

Table 4: Composition of the Data Sources 

 

Research Source 

 

                                   Description 

 

Participants 

Business leaders in the 

Financial Services 

division of Org-FS 

Business Leader 

interviews 

Individuals holding executive 

or senior management 

positions 

 

BS1; BS2; BS3; BS4; 

BS5; BS6 

IS leaders in the 

Information Systems 

department of Org-FS 

IS Leader interviews Individuals holding executive 

or senior management 

positions 

IS1; IS2; IS3; IS4; IS5 

Business reports Impact of regulatory 

uncertainty on business 

performance  

Impact of digital 

transformation on business 

performance 

 

Newspaper Articles Court case on 

Affordability regulations 

  

  

4.2 Themes in the Data 

This section describes the analysis of the interview data and how themes and sub-themes that 

relate to the empirical data in this research study were identified. The interviews were 

individually transcribed and coded using Nvivo. Initially, the interviews were studied separately 

followed by cross-interview comparisons to see differences and similarities in the answers to the 

interview questions. The interview responses from the business and IS leader groups were also 

compared for differences and similarities. At this stage, organisational data, like company 

management reports and presentations were included to support the interview data analysis. 

From this iterative process of data analysis utilising Nvivo coding and constructs found in the 

data, themes and sub-themes emerged, and formed the basis of the propositions. The propositions 

were linked to the research questions (Table 6). Sub-themes focused on specific characteristics 

that align with the core concept of the theme (Braun et al., 2015). Although the data analysis 

generated many initial codes, not all the codes ended up being themes as the codes would only be 

considered as a theme if it was found to be pertinent to several data incidents and portrayed a 

structured concept that linked to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The codes that 

did not become themes were then excluded from further analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A list 

of the emerging themes and sub-themes (Table 5) summarise the data analysis results that were 

used to develop the research propositions. 
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4.2.1 Digital Business Strategising 

Org-FS had envisioned ways to enhance its digital account originations platform when the credit 

affordability legislation (National Credit Regulations including Affordability Assessment 

Regulations published in Regulation Gazette No 10382 in GG No 38557 of 2015-03-13) was 

passed. It was now required that customers provide proof of income before being allowed to 

open a credit account. A holistic long-term digital business strategy for Org-FS had not been 

formulated at this time. The focus was on growing the credit base of customer accounts through 

promotional marketing campaigns and enhancing an existing web-based digital application. The 

back-office operation supporting the business processes were running off legacy systems that 

needed replacing to enable future digital transformation. With the introduction of the new 

regulatory laws, the credit growth, credit risk, and credit operations processes and business rules 

were turned on its head.  This was due to a demand for significant increases in person-power and 

operational costs required to implement compliance rules and processes, that consequently 

resulted in significant reductions in revenue due to a sharp drop in account growth as indicated 

by both business leader BS1 and IS leader IS5. “direct financial impact because we had 

significant reduction in accounts opened. We had decreased demand, decreased approval rate. 

So, it had material impacts on the bottom line. The cost of running business increased probably 

by R15m in a year in terms of the additional headcount now required to manage the additional 

administrative tasks” (BS1). “I think it (regulations) turns our existing processes on its head…I 

don't think we have flexible systems…legacy applications in my view specifically from a financial 

services account originations space. My view is that it complicated our ability to respond to 

compliance” (IS5). In addition, unpredictability and uncertainty around interpretations of 

legislation left Org-FS ill-prepared for the impact to the business. “in our experience there is no 

accurate way to determine which way the regulatory change is going to impact” (BS2). This 

problem scenario became the catalyst for the organisation doing a turnabout in the way it 

approached its digital business strategising process as expressed by BS1 and IS3. “The more that 

we can enable our customers digitally, then we might be able to implement smarter, better 

technologies when there are these compliance requirements” (IS3). “it's ironic... It certainly 

reinforced digital..I think it has expedited it...forced us to re-evaluate large parts of our business 

processes & platforms on a regular basis” (BS1).  
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4.2.1.1 Strategising Approach 

While Org-FS had been operating with a predominantly top-down formalised strategising 

approach for many years, the period of regulatory uncertainty and adoption of digital technology 

solutions saw a shift in the strategising approach. It steadily became a combination of top-down 

and bottom up with data analytical tools being used to feed into the bottom-up strategising 

process. Typically, the strategising process would commence as top-down and then incorporate 

bottom-up information flows. BS1 and BS2 describe this phenomenon where the top-down 

formalised process started becoming a less formal, emergent process reliant on customer data 

analytics and where various levels of staff contributed to the strategising process. “So, whilst 

there was the initial top-down strategy in terms of saying that we need to adopt a mobile 

application process, a lot of the end result was shaped more with input from staff and from 

customers. A combination” (BS2). “It (strategising process) was ongoing. I think the reason for 

that, is that new data became available quickly and on a regular basis which shaped our 

thinking and became more emergent as the new data arrived” (BS1). In the IS environment, the 

formal top-down board strategic direction determined priorities and investment spend for IS 

planning, budgets and resourcing. IS2 and IS5 describe this “It is a top-down model that we 

follow. Board go and agree on the key strategies ...the 3 to 5, year plan, and that translates into 

key IT projects, IT deliverables, key investments. With focus on growth… obviously we are in 

business to keep our shareholders happy” (IS5). “Our mandate is to understand business 

strategy and understand how technology can enable it, or grow it, or support it. Then to work 

with business to understand which of those technologies should be implemented to leverage the 

biggest business value” (IS2). While IS2 and IS5 subscribe to the strictly top-down strategising 

model, IS1 recognises the value of a top-down, bottom-up strategising combination. “a very 

responsive organisation should be top-down and bottom-up, because bottom-up is where the 

data is…Financial Services which is generally more mature around thinking from a data point of 

view… have good insights of what is going on in the business” (IS1). Instead of focusing on an 

existing web-based digital platform only, the financial services business strategising process 

started to incorporate a variety of digital business technologies and digital business models. The 

business strategising approach focused on reducing costs and optimising processes through 

deploying digital technology solutions where the business pain points occurred as indicated by 

BS1. “We did lots of short tactical interventions within the broader strategic framework” (BS1). 
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It was highlighted by BS3 that for the success of Org-FS, business and Information Technology 

(IT) needed to converge “Business and technology is converging very quickly… acknowledge 

that there is a convergence happening. Do we need more business in IT side or more IT skills or 

responsibilities in business.We need the business KPIs to reflect more strongly in the IT 

areas...so that they understand ultimately what we are trying to achieve” (BS3).  As described by 

BS3, the organisational resources were however constrained to maintain focus on becoming 

compliant and place on hold its envisioned digital business strategy. “...we are not in the 

luxurious position where we can multitask appropriately. We have a single pipeline in terms of 

our technologies, and that tends to mean that.... It's not negotiable, the regulatory changes will 

happen and that will get priority” (BS3). 

4.2.2 Digital Transformation Strategising 

The value of transforming the business digitally and strategising to achieve this is expressed by 

BS5 “the organisation is open to innovative and new ways of working. I think we have more than 

proven in a number of business cases, how you can positively take steps ahead of your 

competitors and gain market share, just by simply doing things a little bit different...there are 

BOTS out there... there's automated software out there. There are different ways of engaging. 

There is a bouquet of channels out there and customers have the choice on how he wants to 

engage with you. For me the company has realised that… South Africa is catching up to that” 

(BS5). BS6 added “In some ways I think going digital is one way of keeping your compliance 

costs down. So, for example, affordability regulations required you to bring in three proofs of 

income. In the old world we would have said, come into the store with three pieces of paper and 

then we will take a photocopy of them and then we'll fax it. Now what we do is we take a picture 

of it, upload it and send it through on WhatsApp. And then we also realise ... why do they have to 

fax the application form, why don't we send it through digitally as well. So sometimes 

compliance makes you rethink your entire business and has other impacts that actually helps you 

reduce costs without you even realising it. I have to rethink how I do business. Digital forces you 

because it’s cheaper...how do we do automation. How do we use the BOTS etc ...how do we give 

customers service.  Actually, I think digital transformation helps us to drive down costs” (BS6). 

To speed up the collection of proof of income documents as required by the new legislation, a 

different approach was taken by the operational teams across stores and head office. The existing 

digital web-based application was made accessible to store staff who could use the digital 
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process to onboard new customers in every store in S.A. as opposed to the previous business 

model whereby the web-based application was only being used by tech-savvy or technology 

adapted customers to apply for a credit account using their laptop or cellphone. BS1 indicated the 

effectiveness of this strategy “biggest successes that we've had was because we shifted the data 

capture point from a centralised capture point at Head office down to a decentralised data 

capture point in stores” (BS1).  As a result, as BS2 described, the volume of credit account 

applications coming through the web-based channel increased to 92% and paper-based credit 

account applications from stores decreased to 8% of the total volume of account applications 

processed. “…where traditionally a large portion of our customers engage with us through our 

stores. They send in physical applications…close on more than 60% used to be normal (paper) 

forms versus now the adoption is hovering on about 92% of customers using the digital 

platform” (BS2). 

4.2.3 Digital Transformation 

To navigate a tricky landscape during regulatory uncertainty and the need to progress digital 

transformation, leadership was the cornerstone to Org-FS achieving success during this time. 

BS1 and BS2 describe how leadership in the business was rationalised to create cohesiveness 

across the business teams. Business teams were under immense pressure to contain costs, 

increase credit account growth and optimise operational processes while implementing new 

regulations that were fraught with misinterpretations, unclear regulatory rules and demanded a 

cumbersome proof of income validation process. “leadership is important. Having a clear 

strategy and vision is important, regardless of the business transformation you are going about. 

The leadership structure was rationalised to get consistency of execution, around a defined 

strategy. the rationalisation of leadership structure in the credit space…allowed for a lot of wins 

and gains” (BS1). “They brought teams to alignment on the common goal…  So there definitely 

was a more collaborative approach” (BS2).  While IS had a dedicated team supporting the 

business regulatory changes, leadership in IS remained siloed and provided little capacity to 

focus on the digital transformation while delivering compliant system solutions. IS3 explained 

“We had to onboard a significant team to comply with proof of income regulations. There's a 

whole bunch of other lost opportunity costs…project resources that get allocated to compliance 

projects means that there is another potential business opportunity project that has to get 
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parked” (IS3). This situation became a catalyst for innovative thinking. “once you realise that, 

then you have to throw that constraint off and say ok, I can't use my current platforms, I have to 

augment with platforms I've never used before, you say let's do so, and in doing so you suddenly 

become very creative” (BS1). IS1 cautioned around preparing for the impact on employees. 

“…you’re never going to completely get away from the human factor, and as a result you can't 

underestimate how change really affects and how your people need to be from a cultural point of 

view and accommodate for that” (IS1). Ironically, the mechanisms used to gain control over the 

impacts of regulatory uncertainty became a management model for introducing and managing 

the business change impacts of digital transformation. New digital business models were 

introduced to alleviate costs, improve customer experience and increase business growth. “What 

is interesting is the relationship between digital transformation and compliance regulation in 

terms of the fact that, digital transformation is often about creating new business models” (IS1).  

4.2.4 The Role of Digital Technologies 

The use of data analytics as described by BS3 was a key digital technology used during periods 

of regulatory uncertainty and allowed business and IS stakeholders to make firmer decisions in 

areas that were grey. “We try to debunk the assumptions that the regulator had made. We can 

also use analytics to illustrate to them what the unintended consequences were” (BS3). To 

contain the cost of hiring additional staff needed to ensure that regulations were adhered to, BS2 

described the use of RPA (robotic process automation) technologies, AI (artificial intelligence), 

and digital communication channels such as WhatsApp that were explored and some of which 

were implemented. “Where the opportunity lies now is how can we take our internal processes 

and where we have people doing certain mundane activities, how can we automate that from a 

BOT perspective. The second thing would be, how can we leverage off AI in terms of our 

customer interactions and being able to facilitate a lot of your common questions that customers 

may contact you for. How can we leverage off chatbots and artificial intelligence in order to 

facilitate those conversations” (BS2).BS1 described the paradigm shift where instead of trying to 

collect proof of income documents, rather placing customers in control of sending their 

documents via WhatsApp. The documents were then be routed to the teams who validated them 

according to the new regulatory compliance rules. “…WhatsApp, the use of self-service channels 

which puts the consumer back in control, allows them to use the technology that they have” 
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(BS1). Further to the collection of documents, BS2 highlighted the benefits of targeted 

messaging that the WhatsApp digital communication channel was used for.  “…we could 

segment and target our messaging and …we could use WhatsApp to do that” (BS2).  

4.2.5 Innovation 

4.2.5.1   Control versus Innovation 

BS1 emphasised the need for both innovation and control in that while there was pressure to 

come up with creative and innovative solutions to mitigate business risk, it was also important to 

ensure proper governance and controls to protect the business. “control & innovation are 

opposite sides of the same coin” (BS1).  New processes and solutions may well open the business 

up to fraudulent behaviour as described by BS5. “We picked up a lot of fraud. We picked up a lot 

of customers who had given false numbers and false names” (BS5). BS3 described the journey 

from control to innovation. “was control focused and then we become innovative… 

understanding where there is opportunity. In the end we had a lot of innovative solutions” (BS3).  

BS1 and BS4 cautioned that digital platforms have high visibility in the media and any impactful 

error of faux pas or gaps in a process would be immediately highlighted in the public arena. 

“Digital transformation though, is a very visible way, so if you get it very wrong ...because it is 

very much consumer-facing, then if you get it wrong you get it wrong very badly” (BS1). “We 

live in a world where you don't just trip over your feet and no one sees. Everyone sees. With that 

everyone is becoming risk-averse. If you don't try anything you are not going to make any 

mistakes...but you are also not going to make any business” (BS4). Controls and governance 

were therefore key when assessing innovative digital solutions to counter the pressures of poor 

business performance and cost reduction as BS5 discussed. “I'm glad that when we do 

innovate…that we do have technology partners at the moment that don't just shoot down…” 

(BS5). IS1 confirmed the attitude described by BS5 and recommended developing a learning 

culture. “It starts as being a culture thing. Before we even talk about innovation, what you 

require is a learning culture” (IS1). 

 

4.2.5.2   Innovation Triggers 

Regulatory uncertainty and the need to become compliant by an externally set deadline meant 

that business and IS leaders were under pressure to deliver systems and operational processes 
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that were not only compliant, but that addressed the increasing costs, poor customer experience, 

and poor business performance brought about by new regulations. This called for innovative 

thinking. BS5 expressed the business response to the cost impact, “… we had to innovate, it 

forced us… we explored other opportunities. When your back is up against the wall, you need to 

become creative” (BS5). BS6 concluded that without these external pressures, it would have 

been easy for Org-FS to move at a slower pace and with a sense of complacency. “Legislation 

forced us with all the changing ...how much (do you) understand your business. What problem 

are you solving for your consumer..how do you protect yourself from all those threats.  I think 

it's made us a better organisation… complacency I think is a terrible thing for a business. If you 

become complacent you never actually take some of those bigger risks... Definitely, I think we 

were pretty complacent before (regulatory compliance). I don't think there was an urgent need to 

keep re-inventing or challenging… ourselves” (BS6). The negative impact of regulatory 

compliance and associated uncertainty on the success of the business therefore became a trigger 

for innovative and creative solutions.  “legislation creates a pain point. The pain point drives 

innovation, so ironically it has driven some innovation” (IS3).  

4.2.5.3   Digital Innovation 

To contain the increase in costs brought about by legislation and iterative changes to compliance 

rules as a result of the varied interpretations of legislation, business managers as well as business 

and IT teams were driven to find smarter, innovative digital solutions.  The aim was to find 

innovative ways to implement digital solutions that both support legislative compliance and 

enhance customer digital experience. Business and IS leaders felt that regulatory compliance and 

the uncertainty that came with it was a deterrent to the teams being innovative due to constant 

change and demand for productivity and delivery. IS2 explained, “it has hindered our ability to 

be innovative…take products to market... invest in proof of concepts. Because we don't have the 

luxury of having that buffer of resources because we are having to deal with regulation” (IS2). 

BS2 and BS5 described the business experience, “Your BAU (business as usual) practice and 

ability to grow or do anything innovative or anything that you had planned..that came to an 

absolute standstill” (BS2). “.. my team could not be innovative during the day because we were 

stuck in the reality” (BS5). BS6 indicated that Org-FS realised the importance of building 

capacity for innovation. “What we are now actively doing is… to make some funding available 

for innovation…because you can't afford not to innovate” (BS6). To achieve digitally 
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transformative processes within the constraints of blurry regulatory rules and multiple 

interpretations of these rules, the business and IS teams developed strong dynamic capabilities 

through sensing, seizing and reconfiguring skills required to survive the dynamism, hostility and 

heterogeneity as new data became available and revised interpretations of legislation came 

through. This capability proved to be of great value in building digital solutions as the 

organisation transformed and adapted to change brought about by unfamiliar digital processes 

within the business. BS2 mentioned the importance of being able to quickly implement change. 

“technical solutions to accommodate any of those changes and again being in the position to 

quickly turn off and on, filters or segmentation. So that the speed to execution is quicker” (BS2).  

4.2.6 Business Models 

4.2.6.1 Customer Expectations 

As regulatory uncertainty created cumbersome business processes and poor customer 

experiences, it became the trigger for adopting digital business models that would improve both 

the customer and staff experience. Digital solutions such as Robotics and WhatsApp 

communication channels were trialled and readily adopted by customers and staff. Customers 

enjoyed the convenience of having contact and communication (via robotics) during times in the 

day that suited them and when staff generally stopped working. This increased the usage and 

adoption of digital business models. Digital experiences in terms of transacting online at any 

time of day, using convenient channels of communication, accessing information about their 

favourite brands, products and deals via social media have become a new norm, making digital 

engagement with customers a tough competitive arena as affirmed by IS5. “Customers expect 24 

by 7 service. They don't like standing in queues, they want to be serviced remotely. They want 

choice. They want to be communicated with and serviced in their own preferred manner. They 

want their service provider to know them well enough to be able to offer them that. You've got to 

be able to differentiate your customer in terms of preference, in terms of channel, in terms of 

location, in terms of age...there are so many different dimensions, especially the young 

consumer. If you don't keep up with them, they will find somebody who does” (IS5). Customers 

expect to be able to transact at any place, at any time and on any device. They are also being 

wooed with rewards, loyalty programmes and discount coupons to attract them to various digital 

applications and sites. “A customer in my opinion will need to start a conversation in WhatsApp, 
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to seamlessly transfer to online ... a facebook messenger platform and come back into WhatsApp 

depending on where he is at that point in time. It's all about customer convenience... the 

customer is becoming more and more spoilt as other organisations provide these various 

functions and opportunities for customers to be more flexible ...it’s an expectation” (BS5).  

Social media has become like the digital “shopping windows” similar to those in bricks and 

mortar stores. The convenience of being able to transact “at your fingertips” has raised the bar in 

terms of keeping up with customer expectations. Every process is assessed by the customer 

based on the level of convenience, flexibility and range of choices that it provides.  

 

4.2.6.2 Creating Customer Value 

While customers expect to choose how they engage with businesses, digital business models, as 

described by BS5, can add value and enhance the customer experience.   “Customers that we 

were engaging with would say this is not a convenient time to talk, I'm a call centre agent, I'm a 

security guard. What we did was, we introduced an automated solution, WhatsApp, channel of 

choice...and here is someone on the other side…actually a BOT that could handle all of the 

information that it needed to in a controlled basic decision tree” (BS5). Business leader BS3 

however expressed concern around the importance of the IT leadership role in creating customer 

value “our IT leadership is a little bit too divorced from business… which makes it difficult to 

come up with technologies and solutions that are truly customer-focused” (BS3). While digital 

business models increase customer value and enhance customer experience, there are instances 

where there is a reliance on regulations to be put in place to facilitate such business models, as 

described by IS1. “New business models often clash directly with whether there is regulation to 

accommodate for those things...regulation cannot keep up with technology...we don't have the 

laws to know what to do in those circumstances. So, technology has moved ahead of our ability 

to respond to it…. South Africa was the first country in the world to make it legal to use 

biometrics to make payments…once that legislation was in place, people could then go ahead. 

Technology could do it, but (S.A.) was the first country in the world to allow it” (IS1). 
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4.2.7 Competitive Advantage 

The negative impact of regulatory uncertainty on business performance and its ability to compete 

in the market place drove executive leaders to build stronger relationships with lawmakers. They 

also engaged with forums and decision-making bodies to anticipate potential legislative impacts 

coming through. This helped to gain clarity a lot faster so that scenario planning could be carried 

out to contain further potential revenue losses. In implementing unclear, ambiguous legislative 

rules and cumbersome business processes, the organisation experienced substantial financial 

losses due to a sharp reduction in new credit accounts and a steep increase in operational costs as 

expressed by BS1, BS5 and BS6. “The cost of running business increased probably by R15m in 

a year in terms of the additional headcount now required to manage the additional 

administrative tasks” (BS1). “...it was almost 70% drop in the total volume of accounts that we 

opened” (BS5). “we lost R3m in turnover in one year” (BS6). Ironically, due to the financial 

pressures created, it triggered a shift from complacent “business as usual” to a culture of 

creativity to trial innovative digital business models that grew its level of digital maturity and 

eventually caused the organisation to become more responsive and improve its position in the 

market place. “we are actually got feedback that Org-FS was the best and the fastest to react to 

that ruling” (BS4). “Definitely, I think we were pretty complacent before (regulatory 

compliance). What we are now actively doing is… to make some funding available for 

innovation…because you can't afford not to innovate” (BS6). 

4.2.8 Leadership  

4.2.8.1   Structure 

Org-FS realised that to achieve compliance as well as deliver on digital strategies, it needed to be 

appropriately structured to ensure that both objectives to be met. “.. an area where we had both 

compliance as well as the ability to focus on digital…I think it’s creating capacity to do both” 

(IS4). Business leadership also realised that due to the ambiguities of regulatory uncertainty, they 

needed to create cohesiveness across the various teams. To achieve this, they rationalised 

leadership and consolidated multiple teams under a single leadership. “It's not so much the 

innovation itself per se, it's capacitating and structuring the right parts of the business to shorten 

or reduce the time it takes to get the benefit” (BS1). Technical teams were co-located with 

business teams to enhance the speed to deliver and lessen any gaps that distance may cause. 
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“Making sure that you get the right people together. I don't believe that us sitting apart in any 

way speeds up delivery. My view is that we should be seated together, we should be delivering 

together. If you want to get into a digital landscape...it’s having the ability to respond in an agile 

fashion” (IS4). The complex and diverse compliance requirements called for strong leadership to 

steer teams through the ambiguities and complexities. Innovative thinking was required to come 

up with ways to address complex scenarios. Utilising dynamic capabilities allowed teams to be 

responsive and agile with their solution implementations in a constantly changing environment.  

“... making sure that you've got that digital focus. making sure that you have the right teams and 

capacity and leadership allocated to both elements to make sure it's successful. As a leadership 

team, it is about creating the priority and focus so that we can get it done” (IS4).  

4.2.8.2   Digital Leadership 

BS3 believed that senior leadership should drive digital change. “Any digital change has to have 

a very strong top-down aspect and element. You need senior leaders to buy into it and you need 

senior leaders to help drive it” (BS3). IS5 commented on the CIO being responsible for the long-

term digital transformation plan which is part of his KPIs. “digitilisation is one of the key board-

led strategies, it's a strategy that is owned by the chief information officer, our CIO. He has his 

own set of KPIs and one of them is all about digitalisation” (IS5). This, however, is not the 

approach and structure preferred by business leadership. As indicated by BS4 and BS6, business 

leadership expected ownership of the digital transformation strategy to reside within the 

business. “It must be integrated, there must be one person at the top. It will be a massive 

portfolio for one person that can oversee and say that's been built over there, that's been hosted 

there, this is how the customer likes to engage ...bring it all together so that it flows” (BS4). “I 

think it (DBS) has to be driven by the business. I don't see that it should be driven by IT. Business 

needs to be saying ‘we envisage a world like this. We envisage this is how we would talk to our 

customers. This is how we would interact with our customers’. I see the CIO's role of making it 

happen… the CIO has a responsibility to look at the trends… I see it as a supplier” (BS6).  

4.2.8.3   Long term planning 

Business leader BS6 cited a shift away from short term planning as being a key learning from the 

period of regulatory uncertainty. “One of the things we have really learnt from this, is to move 

away from this short term, complacent way of working...to actually five year planning” (BS6).  
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While both business and IS teams use a three to five year strategic planning approach to map at a 

high level their future strategies, they found that regulatory uncertainty challenged their ability to 

achieve this plan and it needed to be reworked with new variables not previously considered. 

“although we're on this digital transformation journey and let's say a new piece of legislation 

comes into effect, there is often very tight deadlines associated with the implementation from a 

compliance perspective. Which means it's hard to factor that into your current journey and 

roadmap” (IS3). The plan formulated for digital transformation was created as an eight-year 

view. According to BS6, the macro-economics of the country was a key consideration in 

preparing the long-term plans. “one of the things we've done is the five-year planning tool. In the 

past, five-year planning was almost a straight calculation. You just assumed that you will 

increase your profits by 6%... One of the things that the legislation has shown us is that it is 

unpredictable now. Now, the five-year plan actually has none of those assumptions in there” 

(BS6). 

4.2.9 Dynamic Capabilities 

4.2.9.1   Scenario Planning 

In the period while legislation was being challenged in the courts of law, business and IS teams 

workshopped the various scenarios that could potentially arise depending on the detail of the 

legislation and its impact on existing business processes. This preparation as described by BS2 

allowed the teams to proactively address the impacts and also positioned them to have keen 

sensing, seizing and reconfiguration mindsets of dynamic capabilities that allowed them to 

achieve compliance with the required timeframes. “what we did right in the early stages, was to 

develop operational plans that looked at different scenarios… there may be option one, two and 

three and then we would apply certain models from a risk perspective… Then also develop the 

technical and operational solutions to cater for each of those scenarios” (BS2). The teams 

reaped the benefits of their proactive and dynamic approach that placed Org-FS at a competitive 

advantage as described by BS4.  “example of how we are proactive, is proof of income… when 

we saw that it might be taken away...we actually got feedback that Org-FS was… the fastest to 

react to that ruling” (BS4). BS3 indicated the influence that this had on the future way of 

working within Org-FS. “make strategic changes based on analytical evidence..the extent of 
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change impact.. and scenario planning. Which now influences how we do our strategies in the 

future. It definitely had an impact on the strategising process” (BS3). 

4.2.9.2   Agility 

The Org-FS business and IS teams became increasingly agile in their delivery capabilities 

despite the challenges of misinterpretations of the legislation and constant operational change 

required as the legislative requirements became clearer. BS2 and BS5 recount their experiences 

where Org-FS teams needed to be agile for the business to succeed. “when we initially got the 

court ruling, there was one particular view at the time on the operational process that we were 

going to follow. That lasted for probably about a week before we gained further clarity where 

legal opinions came back...then we had to pause that process…We then implemented a second 

round of operational changes based on that interpretation... once new information came to light, 

it threw a curveball and we had to redesign and put in place a new process. Because you had 

limited information or understanding of which way something may go, you are constantly 

rejigging...whatever operational plan you may have, or operational process or even technical 

solution that you may have...as the information comes through, ... you would then have to adapt 

and look at… does this contingency that we put in place…meet this new change... If not, ok, then 

we start from scratch and rejig that whole plan in order to comply with the process” (BS2). 

“…you've got to tweak the machine real time, you've got to educate real time. You've got to make 

the process of collecting (documents) easier. All of that required daily and weekly tweaks... the 

good thing was that the company was agile enough to enable those tweaks and to see the return 

on that investment” (BS5). BS1 confirmed that an agile delivery approach became a culture 

within the organisation and facilitates business strategising within Org-FS. “We are very strong 

on the test and learn approach. That methodology has now become inculcated within our 

business culture. In many ways our business strategy is influenced… by that process...that 

constant sensing of internal and external environment, whether it is economic or regulatory. We 

have become a sensing, learning organisation” (BS1). 
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4.2.10 Regulatory Uncertainty 

4.2.10.1 Dynamism 

Several new legislations affecting business processes within the financial services industry in 

S.A. needed to be considered. These included the credit affordability regulations (National Credit 

Regulations including Affordability Assessment Regulations published in Regulation Gazette No 

10382 in GG No 38557 of 2015-03-13) requiring customer proof of income, the Protection of 

Personal Information Act (South Africa. Protection of Personal Information Act No. 4 of 2013), 

financial accounting IFRS9 legislation, debit order regulations, and marketing permissions. BS6 

commented on this phenomenon: “we have seen a mass acceleration of legislation… Some of it 

has driven this need because there have been some big failures... You have the failing of African 

bank. I think some of that has driven this need” (BS6). The credit affordability regulations were 

ultimately set aside in a S.A. court of law after Org-FS had completed complex implementation 

processes. “The courts indicated …the way they were going about it had a lot of unintended 

consequences that they did not foresee. A lot of that volatility isn't resolved yet. So, the 

legislation has been repelled effectively…but we know it is pending again. So, we don't know 

what shape and form it will take” (BS3). Future compliance regulations like debt intervention 

and POPIA (South Africa. Protection of Personal Information Act No. 4 of 2013) remain on the 

radar. The high rate of change imposed on organisations through these regulations means that 

businesses divert their resources from their digital business strategies and focus on becoming 

compliant by the given deadlines as described by BS3. “because the legislation came as a 

surprise with tight timelines, we did not have all the systems in place to have all the data feed 

through appropriately. So, we could not do analysis to see what customers actually do. 

Unfortunately, our organisation struggles to do multiple things on the same platforms. 

Effectively it means, pause all digital transformation initiatives and all our strategies and focus 

on compliance and getting that sorted first… the organisation effectively drops everything in 

terms of all other priorities, all other strategies and focuses on this (legislation) as a key 

initiative” (BS3). Not only is the rate of change unexpectedly high, but the types of laws and the 

timing of the compliance deadlines are unpredictable as indicated by IS3 and IS5, and appear to 

be politically motivated as mentioned by BS5 and IS1. “I think… it (regulations) has been used 

for political gains as opposed to consumer protection” (BS5). “In terms of the detail of what is 
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coming it is not predictable. I think also the expectation of when a change needs to be enacted or 

enforced is very unpredictable” (IS3). “some of the stuff came as a surprise and with fairly short 

turnaround times without much option... that caught us off guard” (IS5). “triggered by political 

rhythm in the country... a lot of stuff that is related to credit, if you think about it from a point of 

view of the population, it’s a question of people's indebtedness…so there is a strong relationship 

there” (IS1). As indicated by BS2 and BS6, the legislation does not necessarily achieve its 

intention to alleviate indebtedness of consumers, and instead creates a negative economic impact 

as in the case of the affordability regulations where certain population segments are 

unintentionally excluded from access to credit. “it's largely there to protect customers. In some 

cases, I don't think it takes into account all the knock-on effects…through those regulatory 

changes there is also a form of exclusion with POI, proof of income, that left a certain large 

portion of the market being excluded from being able to afford credit” (BS2).  “we were as 

surprised as anybody when they just implemented it” (BS6). The high volume and rate of change 

combined with the unpredictability and timing of these legislations as well as the uncertainty 

around interpretations of the laws, demanded highly skilled resources. Teams relied on strong 

leadership when doing scenario planning and applying dynamic capabilities through continuous 

sensing, seizing and reconfiguring. Business and IS leaders steered teams, prioritised and 

provided direction as the landscape constantly changed. “our experience there is no accurate 

way to determine which way the regulatory change is going to impact” (BS2). 

4.2.10.2 Heterogeneity 

The diversity of the various regulations over three years meant a broad impact across multiple 

teams and resource utilisation in the organisation, especially due to the interpretation 

complexities as confirmed by IS1. “I think it is extremely complex. If nothing else, it's worth 

having dedicated resource which only does that (interpret). The legal aspects, the interpretation 

of the law is so critical” (IS1). Not only the diverse types of legislation but also the complexity 

of the rules, more specifically the credit affordability and proof of income regulations, that as 

expressed by BS1, resulted in multiple interpretations across the various teams. “between the 

credit risk team...would have one interpretation, credit legal team would have a legal 

interpretation. The group compliance team, the operations team and even the leaders of those 

functions would have very different views and interpretations. That added to the complexity” 
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(BS1).  This resulted in prolonged implementation processes, constant changes with some being 

self-imposed as indicated by BS1, and the organisation course-corrected as misinterpretations 

were detected. “A lot of the changes we went through were self-imposed as our thinking and 

thought processes around... how to work within the regulations and within the legislative acts, 

became clearer and more data became available” (BS1). Some of these complexities are 

described by BS3, IS3 and BS1. “The bank statement is obviously a nett income after your taxes 

are deducted. These two don't link up anywhere in the legislation. Initially we were very nervous 

to use this amount” (BS3). “they don't take into account the subtleties of the South African 

population...what constitutes formal and informal employment” (IS3). “biggest one is around 

electronic communications and under what conditions can you or can't you communicate. There 

are many differences of opinion within the industry” (BS1). The impact on the inability of the 

organisation to move forward due to this situation of complexity and uncertainty is expressed by 

BS5. “You really can't aim to implement projects based on guesswork. It is just not going to be 

financially viable. You end up with 90% or 95% of your projects that you have initiated, sitting 

and waiting for something to happen” (BS5). The use of digital technologies like data analytics 

was used to steer understanding and inform business decisions. “Using data analytics to try and 

inform the decisions we were making...we believe is the right way” (BS3).  

4.2.10.3 Hostility 

The risk of the organisation being non-compliant for credit affordability legislation specifically, 

meant it could lose its license to offer credit, be charged penalties of three times its annual 

turnover, and jail time for certain board members. BS1 indicates that Org-FS took a conservative 

approach to compliance. Reputational damage of customers seeing the organisation as being 

non-compliant was another concern that would impact revenue and shareholder interests. “The 

organisation took a conservative approach to be fully compliant with the act and regulations 

from day one and then evolve interpretation as more data became available” (BS1). Not only 

were these threats imposed, but by implementing unclear, ambiguous legislative rules and 

cumbersome business processes, the organisation experienced substantial financial losses due to 

a sharp reduction in credit product sales and a steep increase in operational costs required to 

implement compliant processes and systems as expressed by BS5 and BS6. “...it was almost 70% 

drop in the total volume of accounts that we opened” (BS5). “we lost R3m in turnover in one 



                                                                                                                                                                             

Digital Business Strategising in the context of Regulatory Uncertainty – the case of a Financial Services Provider in South Africa  Page 55 of 84 

year” (BS6). The key factors under the spotlight for the organisation in this hostile environment 

were a.) rapidly deteriorating business performance b.) loss of market share to competitors, c.) 

compliance penalties and reputational damage d.) delays in realising its digital business 

strategies. Ongoing legislative changes would be expected to target the industry for non-

compliance. “Compliance is the new norm and controls are the new norm… I don't see future 

legislation or compliance legislation lessening in the future… Compliance is starting to 

dominate our every waking thought, and if you become more and more focused on compliance it 

just means that you are not spending as much time on opportunities on innovation and creativity 

on what consumers want” (BS6). Business leadership sought to manage risk by refocusing on 

cash sales to offset the credit sale losses, implementing digital technology solutions to contain 

costs and minimise process impacts to consumers. IS and business leadership presented a strong 

case for investment in replacing legacy system platforms and progressing digital transformation. 

“Right now, one of our strategies is that we will be 50% credit and 50% cash for the S.A. 

market…for when there is an economic downturn or a piece of legislation comes in that will 

impact credit” (BS6). Another strategising approach to manage business risk as mentioned by 

BS2, was for leadership teams to build strong relationships with the credit regulator as well as 

competitors in the industry. “stay close to regulatory bodies that affect the credit lending and 

financial services environments” (BS2). While legislation levelled the playing fields with 

competitors, it also brought about common challenges that caused competitors to build 

relationships and participate in forums and decision-making bodies to collectively influence 

potential legislative impacts. Alignment with competitors eventually resulted in the credit 

affordability regulations being set aside. BS2, BS3 and IS3 indicated that Org-FS responded well 

to the competitor environment.  “we also looked extensively at what other competitors were 

doing and how they were interpreting that information” (BS2). “the status quo is challenged, 

which is what regulation tends to do…It does leave you with opportunity to get market share 

again, depending on who looks at it the best and who is the most agile at the moment, they tend 

to benefit. So, I think we benefitted from that” (BS3). “We've done that a bit better than some of 

our competitors…we've invested in operational processes and in systems that have enabled us to 

be compliant but still be competitive” (IS3). 
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4.3 Summary of Themes and Sub-themes 

Table 5 presents a summary of the themes within the internal and external environmental 

contexts, the sub-themes, and the contributions from the two Org-FS leadership groups that 

emerged from the research data analysis process. 

Table 5: Summary of Emerging themes and sub-themes 

Environmental 

Contexts 

Themes Sub-themes Source 

Business 

Leader 

I.S. Leader 

Internal Organisational 

Context 

Digital Business Strategising Strategising Approach BS1; BS2 IS1; IS2; 

IS3; IS5 

Digital Transformation 

Strategising 
 BS1; BS2; 

BS5; BS6 
 

Digital Transformation  BS1; BS2 IS1; IS3 

Role of Digital Technologies   BS1; BS2; 

BS3 
 

Innovation Control versus Innovation; 

Innovation Triggers;  

Digital Innovation 

BS1; BS2; 

BS3; BS4; 

BS5; BS6 

IS1; IS2; 

IS3 

Business Models Customer Expectations; 

Creating Customer Value 

BS3; BS5 IS1; IS5 

Competitive Advantage   BS1; BS4; 

BS5; BS6 
 

Leadership Structure;  

Digital leadership;  

Long-term planning 

BS1; BS3; 

BS4; BS6 

IS4; IS5 

 

Dynamic Capabilities Scenario Planning;  

Agility 

BS1; BS2; 

BS3; BS4; 

BS5  

 

External Regulatory 

Context 

Regulatory Uncertainty Dynamism; 

Heterogeneity; 

Hostility 

BS1; BS2; 

BS3; BS5; 

BS6 

IS1; IS3; 

IS5 

 

It is interesting to note that Org-FS business leaders were very vocal on digital transformation, 

the role of digital technologies and dynamic capabilities.  This could be attributed to the culture 

of strategy being driven more strongly by business than IS, as described by IS2. “Our mandate is 

to understand business strategy and understand how technology can enable it, or grow it, or 

support it. Then to work with business to understand which of those technologies should be 
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implemented to leverage the biggest business value” (IS2).  Another contributing factor, as BS1 

indicates, is the reality of the impact on business performance that became the impetus for 

business leaders to expedite their digital transformation and utilise dynamic capabilities. “The 

cost of running business increased probably by R15m in a year in terms of the additional 

headcount now required to manage the additional administrative tasks” (BS1). “it's ironic... It 

certainly reinforced digital...I think it has expedited it...forced us to re-evaluate large parts of 

our business processes & platforms on a regular basis” (BS1). “We are very strong on the test 

and learn approach...that constant sensing of internal and external environment, whether it is 

economic or regulatory. We have become a sensing, learning organisation” (BS1). 

These findings are discussed in more detail in Chapter 5, where propositions are formulated to 

answer the research questions.  
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CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION 

 

This chapter explains the key relationships depicted in the research model (Figure 2) and links 

the case study data analysis and findings to the literature. In the first section, the research model 

is extended to include additional concepts based on data analysis and the findings. The next 

section describes propositions that focus on the influence of regulatory uncertainty on digital 

business strategising and business growth as outlined in the research questions. The third section 

summarises the findings (Table 6) to reflect the propositions that answer the research questions. 

5.1 Revised Research Model 

Digital business strategising in the context of regulatory uncertainty was conceptualised in the 

research model at the end of the Literature review chapter (Figure 1). This model allowed for the 

empirical part of the study to be conducted in a structured manner. Additional concepts (dynamic 

capabilities and competitive advantage) that emerged from the data analysis are reflected in the 

revised research model (Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

Figure 2: Revised Conceptual Research Model – Digital Business Strategising in the context of Regulatory Uncertainty 
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5.2 Research Propositions 

The findings regarding the research questions are discussed in relation to the research data 

analysis and relevant literature resulting in the formulation of five propositions (P1, P2, P3, P4 

and P5). 

5.2.1 Influence of regulatory uncertainty on digital business strategising  

Due to pressures for the organisation to contain costs, achieve performance targets and 

compliance, despite existing levels of uncertainty, development and strategising for its future 

digital business vision was deferred in favour of short-term digital transformation solutions in its 

operational environment.   

P1: When organisations contend with long periods of regulatory uncertainty, and the firm is in 

the early stages of its digital transformation journey, its digital business strategising process 

may be too focused on short-term tactical digital transformations that reduce operational costs 

and detract from their long-term digital business strategy.   

Literature acknowledges that a situation of continuous uncertainty caused by missing, ambiguous 

or ongoing change in legislation negatively affects digital business strategising (Weber, 2015). 

This situation creates a barrier for business leaders to fulfil their future digital business strategies 

(Granados & Gupta, 2013), more specifically when the firm is in initial stages of digital 

transformation (Kane et al., 2015), it tends to implement tactical strategies (Kane et al., 2015). 

Prolonged periods of regulatory uncertainty result in increased costs, lengthened timeframes to 

deliver digital technology solutions, and increased risk for securing funding of digital technology 

solutions (Hoerr, 2011). 

5.2.2 Influence of regulatory uncertainty on business growth and competitive advantage   

Delays in the organisation’s growth strategy compounded by its focus on regulatory compliance 

and associated uncertainties resulted in cumbersome customer processes, a sharp drop in revenue 

and an increase in operational costs. This resulted in an overall negative effect on the 

performance of the business as a whole. 
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P2: When organisations contend with regulatory uncertainty that results in poor customer 

experience and delays in new products and services, business performance, growth and 

competitive advantage are most likely to be negatively impacted. 

Literature confirms a negative impact on business performance as a result of uncertainty in the 

regulatory environment (Bordo et al., 2016) causing delays in new products or services, 

increased operational costs, market share loss in the competitor environment as well as a poor 

perception of business management (Bayer et al., 2010). 

5.2.3 Influence of regulatory uncertainty on digital transformation 

The organisation responded to the levels of unpredictability around regulations and its negative 

effect on business performance and growth by expediting and expanding the application of 

digital technologies to contain costs and regain market share. The use of digital communication 

channels such as WhatsApp were piloted and rolled out in order to reduce operational 

compliance costs and improve cumbersome business processes imposed by legislation. Extensive 

use of data analytics informed business decisions and brought clarity for business and IS leaders 

grappling with high levels of uncertainty. The digital account opening process was made 

accessible to all store staff and replaced the paper-based process. These actions to adjust 

‘business as usual’ processes may have never been considered had it not been for the situation of 

concern.  

P3: When an organisation’s business performance and growth is negatively impacted due to 

regulatory uncertainty, this may highlight prior complacency with existing ‘business as usual’ 

processes and expedite its digital transformation through tactical digital business models that 

reduce operational costs, and enhance business performance and competitive advantage.   

Literature corroborates the positive effect on an organisation that swiftly progresses 

implementation of its digital business strategy in a situation of uncertainty (Kahre et al., 2017), to 

counter a delay in progress due to volatility in the environment (Mithas et al., 2013). Utilising 

digital technologies to provide input to decision making and keep business informed, is key for 

firms to survive in the competitor market and unstable macro-environment (Ray et al., 2009). 
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5.2.4 Influence of regulatory uncertainty on leadership and their teams   

Compliance penalties for the organisation would have meant fines of ten percent of annual 

turnover and jail time in certain instances. With the added challenge of uncertainty within the 

regulatory context due to multiple and non-definitive interpretations of legislative rules, the 

pressure on leaders and their teams to attain compliance by the external deadlines and achieve 

internal business performance and growth targets were immense. Business and IS leaders along 

with their teams applied dynamic capabilities and came up with creative solutions and 

innovations.         

P4: When organisations contend with strict regulatory compliance deadlines carrying serious 

non-compliance penalties, coupled with regulatory uncertainty, they may rely on skillful, 

responsive teams to apply innovative and dynamic capabilities that digitally enhance business 

processes, systems and customer engagement, to achieve compliance deadlines and business 

performance targets for competitive advantage. 

Literature as expressed by Frank et. al. (2017), as well as Wilden and Gudergan (2015), supports 

the scenario whereby firms experiencing dynamic macro-environments with ongoing regulatory 

uncertainty will rely on its teams to effectively apply dynamic capabilities (DC) that can sense 

risks, opportunities, reconfigure resources and be decisive, to maintain a favourable position in 

the market place (Li & Liu, 2014). In the face of fines that may well equal or exceed the cost of 

compliance (Fabrizio, 2012) should deadlines not be met, applying DC requires creativity and 

innovation (Frank et al., 2017) where leaders need to ensure broad employee participation and 

allow for experimentation and adaptability to achieve innovative solutions (Sia et al., 2016; Ross 

et al., 2017).  

5.2.5 Influence of regulatory uncertainty on the digital business strategising process   

Contending with regulatory uncertainty and new strategies that include digital business models, 

leadership starts to rely more extensively on broader IS and business teams as sources of inputs 

into the digital business strategising process. 

P5: When organisations contend with regulatory uncertainty and use digital solutions to address 

this challenge, leadership may rely on input across a broad spectrum of business and IS 
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employees that causes the digital business strategising process to become a combined top-down, 

bottom-up process with inputs from both business and IS employees. 

The literature emphasises the need for IS and business teams to work together through issues of 

uncertainty where they would need to collaborate and resolve emerging requirements in an agile 

fashion within a constantly changing environment (Karpovsky & Galliers, 2015). The 

strategising process relies on input from both IS and business teams that result in unified, 

strengthened teamwork (Karpovsky & Galliers, 2015). The top-down flow of control described 

by Segars et. al. (1998) is adapted to include innovation with broad bottom-up participation in 

the strategising process between business and IS which could also result in speedier strategising 

outcomes (Brown, 2004). 

5.3 Answers to Research Questions 

Table 6 presents a summary of the findings in the form of five propositions that answer the 

primary and secondary research questions. 

 

Table 6: Propositions that answer the Research Questions 

Research Questions  Propositions  

How does regulatory uncertainty influence digital business strategising? P1, P2 & P3 

What strategising approach is taken by IS practitioners in achieving 

digital business strategy while dealing with regulatory uncertainty? 

P4 & P5 

What strategising approach is taken by business leaders in achieving 

digital business strategy while dealing with regulatory uncertainty? 

P4 & P5 

What are the key factors to consider when evaluating potential negative 

impacts of regulatory uncertainty on digital business strategies? 

P1, P2 & P3 

What can IS practitioners do to mitigate negative impact of regulatory 

uncertainty on digital business strategy and growth? 

P4 & P5 

What can business leaders do to mitigate negative impact of regulatory 

uncertainty on digital business strategy and growth? 

P4 & P5 
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CHAPTER 6 - CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter concludes the research by discussing practical implications, outlining research 

contributions to the IS field, future research, limitations of the study and concluding remarks. 

The practical objective of this research was to gain a holistic understanding and offer insights to 

business and IS leaders. 

6.1 Practical Implications for business and IS leaders  

Inclusion of both business and IS leaders involved in the empirical situation allowed for 

comparison of described perspectives, experiences and approaches of these two leadership 

groups. This provided interesting insights that built a deeper understanding of the research 

problem. The propositions highlight practical insights that alert leaders of the following:  

i. focus on strategising for a digital future may be lost in the efforts to manage internal 

pressures to contain costs and achieve performance targets, and external pressures to 

achieve compliance with constantly changing regulatory requirements. 

ii. responding to constantly changing regulatory requirements that lead to poor customer 

experience will negatively affect the growth and performance of the company. 

iii. the pressure of responding to constantly changing regulatory requirements may 

expedite its digital transformation through uncovering complacency when existing 

processes are closely scrutinised and replaced with digital solutions. 

iv. Internal and external pressures to comply with constantly changing regulatory 

requirements and achieve business performance calls for teams to be skilled in 

dynamic capabilities and scenario planning to provide innovative digital solutions and 

create a culture of testing and learning.         

v. Effective digital business strategising in the context of regulatory uncertainty requires 

a fusion and working together of a broad spectrum of teams across all levels within 

business and IS areas to bring about digital transformation.   
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6.2 Research Contributions to the IS Field  

 

6.2.1 Theoretical Contributions  

The main theoretical contribution is the conceptual model derived from the literature review and 

further enhanced by the case study analysis and findings. The application of inductive reasoning 

in this research confirms that emergent concepts are grounded in the data. In this way, the study 

allays concerns around the understanding of IS as it relates to IS practice as opposed to pure 

theorising of IS concepts (Grover & Lyytinen, 2015; Hassan & Lowry, 2015). 

6.2.1.1 Theoretical Propositions 

Five theoretical propositions are detailed in relation to the practice of digital business strategising 

in the context of regulatory uncertainty. These propositions provide a platform for future 

research. Since the propositions are grounded in the empirical data, the risk of these propositions 

not applying to real-world situations is mitigated (Glaser, 2002). 

6.3 Limitations  

The research focus was limited to regulatory uncertainty in the macro-environment. Different types 

of instability in the macro-environment could yield additional insights that can be explored in 

future research. The geographical context was limited to South Africa as a developing country. 

Developing countries other than South Africa may yield different results given the differences in 

economic, cultural and behavioral contexts.     

6.4 Suggestions for Future Research 

The five propositions detailed in chapter 5 presents options for future research in this field of 

study. Additional research opportunities that will be interesting to pursue are the conflicting 

views and approaches to the research problem scenario across the business and IS leadership 

groups as highlighted in the analysis and findings chapter of this dissertation. This research could 

assist IS leaders and teams in how to go about shifting from a focus on alignment with business 

strategy, to cohesive engagement in strategising for digital transformation. Instead of a scope that 

includes mainly IT application systems, tools and infrastructure platforms, the IS role can be 

strategically redefined to become more business-centric (Hess et al., 2016). Another research 
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opportunity for further study is to consider whether the role of the CIO should also fulfill the 

digital leadership role, or whether this role profile requires a different set of skills and 

characteristics. The development of dynamic capabilities as a coping mechanism to deal with 

regulatory uncertainty can be explored further as to how teams benefit from applying these skills 

across multiple business and IS problem scenarios regardless of the type of challenge presented. 

Interesting conflicts arose in the analysis and findings which are worth further investigation. For 

example, how regulatory uncertainty or other types of macro-environmental instability may, on 

the one hand, expedite technological innovation within the firm, but may also slow it down due 

to the shift from the long-term strategic focus. Another example is the interaction between 

control versus innovation and how these concepts work together as well as oppose each other. 

The shift in competitor dynamics where competitors join forces in coping with common 

challenges like regulatory uncertainty is another interesting avenue to explore.  

6.5 Concluding Remarks 

This section concludes the case study research regarding digital business strategising in the 

context of regulatory uncertainty in the financial services industry in S.A. Since few studies 

address uncertainty in the macro-environment and its effect on the business strategising 

processes in firms within developing countries (Li & Liu, 2014) like S.A., the research results 

and practical implications are relevant for S.A. companies dealing with similar challenges. The 

contribution it provides is an increased understanding of the influences of regulatory uncertainty 

on organisations in the process of transitioning from traditional to digital ways of doing business, 

and how organisations can tackle these real-world problem scenarios to achieve the firm’s 

business goals and strategic direction. The derived conceptual model and theoretical propositions 

create an avenue for further research that considers macro-environmental influences on 

organisational digital business strategising and transformation processes.  
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8. Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Research Instrument 

 
Competitors Are your competitors affected by these regulatory changes 

  
Do these regulatory changes affect the organisation’s ability to compete 

effectively in the market 

  
How (if applicable) do these regulatory changes affect the organisation’s 

ability to compete in the market 
  

How does the organisation address this situation and mitigate against 

negative impact 

Environment Tenet Question 

External Regulatory 

Uncertainty 

Heterogeneity What types of regulatory changes in the past 3-4 years have affected the 

financial services industry 

  
How many of these regulatory changes have occurred in the past 3-4 years 

  
How do these regulatory changes affect your organisation 

  
What approach does your organisation take in addressing these regulatory 

changes 
 

Dynamism Are there many regulatory impacts taking place over a short time period or 

fewer regulatory impacts over a longer period of time 

  How does the organisation anticipate and monitor the external environment 

for potential regulatory impacts  
  

Are the impacts of these regulatory changes as far as you are aware, 

predictable/expected or unpredictable/unexpected 
  

How does the organisation prepare for these potential regulatory impacts 

  
How does the organisation go about addressing and implementing these 

regulatory changes as they occur   
 

Hostility Are the regulations clearly articulated from the outset 

  
What (if any) type of uncertainties /ambiguities arise around the regulations 

  
How (if any) do these uncertainties /ambiguities affect the organisation’s 

ability to implement the regulations 

  
What (if applicable) actions are taken to clarify these uncertainties/ 

ambiguities 
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Environment Tenet Question 

Internal 

Organisational 

Compliance with 

Regulations 

Are there penalties for not being compliant with regulatory changes  

  
What approach/stance does the organisation take in terms of complying 

with regulatory changes  

  
What are the impacts to the organisation due to the focus on compliance 

  
How (if applicable) are these impacts mitigated 

 
Coping with Regulatory 

Uncertainty 

Is the organisation affected by a lack of clarity or any uncertainty/ 

ambiguity around the regulations 

  
How (if applicable) does the organisation go about implementing 

regulations within the context of uncertainty/ambiguity 

 
 Are there any negative impacts to business performance due to the 

uncertainty/ambiguity around regulations 

  
How (if applicable) are these impacts mitigated 

 Digital Business 

Strategising 

 

What approach is used in strategising for digital business (e.g. 

comprehensive/incremental; formal/informal, top-down/bottom-up, 

control focus or innovation; participative, ongoing versus periodic 

Emergent vs pre-planned 

  How does the regulatory environment affect this approach? 

  
How (if applicable) are the organisation’s digital business strategies and 

processes affected by regulatory uncertainty/ambiguity 

  What is the impact of regulatory uncertainty on progressing the digital 

business strategy of the organisation 

  
Are digital technology initiatives delayed or expedited due to regulatory 

impacts 

    What are the key factors to take into account when considering the impact 

of regulatory uncertainty on the organisation’s digital business strategy 

  
How (if applicable) are these impacts mitigated 
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Environment Tenet  Question 

 Digital Transformation 

Strategising 

How are the organisation’s digital transformation plans impacted, due to 

focus shifting to implementing compliant systems and processes 

  
How (if applicable) are these impacts mitigated 

 
Digital Transformation How is the organisation’s progress towards digital transformation 

hampered by focus shifts to implementing compliant systems and 

processes 
  

How is the digital leadership function affected by regulatory uncertainty 

    What approach is taken by business and IT leadership to address the 

impact on digital business strategising in the light of regulatory uncertainty 

  How is Digital Innovation within the organisation impeded or expedited 

due to regulatory uncertainty 

  How are Business Models within the organisation affected by regulatory 

uncertainty 

  How is digital data transparency affected by regulatory uncertainty 

   What is the impact of regulatory uncertainty on progressing the digital 

transformation of the organization 
  

How (if applicable) are these impacts mitigated 

 
Digital Maturity At what level is the organisation at present in terms of digital maturity  

 
  How is the organisation’s path to digital maturity hampered by focus shifts 

to implementing compliant systems and processes 
  

What is the impact of regulatory uncertainty on progressing the digital 

maturity of the organization 

  How (if applicable) are these impacts mitigated 
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Appendix 2: Ethics Approval / Consent for Research to proceed 
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Department of Information Systems  

University of Cape Town  
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Digital Business Strategising in the context of Regulatory Uncertainty - the case of the Financial Services Industry in South Africa.   

We are pleased to inform you that your ethics application has been approved. Unless otherwise specified this ethical clearance 

is valid for 1 year and may be renewed upon application.  

Please be aware that you need to notify the Ethics Committee immediately should any aspect of your study regarding the 

engagement with participants as approved in this application, change. This may include aspects such as changes to the research 

design, questionnaires, or choice of participants.   

The ongoing ethical conduct throughout the duration of the study remains the responsibility of the principal investigator.  

We wish you well for your research.  

Modie Sempu  

Administrative Assistant  

University of Cape Town  

Commerce Faculty Office  

Room 2.26 | Leslie Commerce Building  

Office Telephone: +27 (0)21 650 4375  

Office Fax:  +27 (0)21 650 4369  

E-mail: modie.sempu@uct.ac.za  

Website: www.commerce.uct.ac.za<http://www.commerce.uct.ac.za/ 

 

“Our Mission is to be an outstanding teaching and research university, educating for life and addressing the challenges facing our 

society.” 

Faculty of Commerce 
Private Bag X3, Rondebosch, 7701 2.26  

Leslie Commerce Building, Upper Campus  

Tel: +27 (0) 21 650 4375/ 5748 Fax: +27 (0) 21 650 4369  
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Appendix 3: Organisation Approval / Consent Request for Research to proceed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10th August 2018 

Request for consent to conduct research for academic purposes 

Dear Sir/Madam 

In terms of the requirements for completing the Masters in Commerce degree in Information Systems at 

the University of Cape Town, a research dissertation is required. The researcher, Nancy Brown, has 

selected to conduct a case study entitled “Digital business strategising in the context of regulatory 

uncertainty within the Financial Services Industry in South Africa”. With the rise of digital 

technologies that have disrupted standard business models and created a new level of competition in the 

market, the need for digital business strategy to shape the future of firms and achieve digital 

transformation is high on the agenda of most organisations. The added complexity of uncertainty in the 

regulatory environment with continuous financial regulatory changes, makes for a complex external 

environment within which businesses need to effectively compete and improve business performance. 

The objective of this research is to gain in-depth insights into how an organisation situated within this 

context navigates for continuously achieving business targets as well as preparing for a digital future. We 

would like to inform you that the ethical aspect of the research ensures the protection of the identity of all 

participants and the organisation. The data collected will be used only for academic purposes and be 

treated with complete confidentiality. Participation in this research is voluntary and participants can opt 

out of the study at any point. The data collection will take the form of one-on-one interviews at the 

organisation’s offices and will be recorded for the purpose of data analysis and coding. Kindly sign below 

to indicate your approval for the research detailed above to be conducted. The outcome of this research 

study will be made available to the organisation.  

Should you have any questions regarding this research, please contact me on +27 83 462 0488 or email 

nrbrown6209@gmail.com 

Department of Information Systems 
Leslie Commerce Building 

Engineering Mall, Upper Campus 

OR 

Private Bag X3 - Rondebosch – 7701 

Tel: +27 (0) 21 650 2261    Fax: +27 (0) 21650 2280  

Internet: http://www.commerce.uct.ac.za/informationsystems/ 

 

mailto:nrbrown6209@gmail.com
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Your organisation’s participation in this study is highly valued. 

 

Sincerely 

Nancy Brown      Prof. Irwin Brown 

Researcher\M.Com student (UCT)                                        Research Supervisor 

Department of Information Systems                                      Department of Information Systems 

University of Cape Town                                                       University of Cape Town 

Email: nrbrown6209@gmail.com                                      Email: Irwin.brown@uct.ac.za 

 

“Our Mission is to be an outstanding teaching and research university, educating for life and addressing the challenges facing our 

society.” 

 

Management consent 

 

I, _________________   give the researcher of this study consent to conduct research at (Org-FS). I am 

aware that participation is voluntary.  

 

_____________________     _______________________ 

Signature       Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:nrbrown6209@gmail.com
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Appendix 4: Individual Participants Consent Letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12th October 2018 

Request for consent to participate in research for academic purposes 

Dear Sir/Madam 

In terms of the requirements for completing the Masters in Commerce degree in Information 

Systems at the University of Cape Town, a research dissertation is required. The researcher, Nancy 

Brown, has selected to conduct a case study entitled “Digital business strategising in the context 

of regulatory uncertainty within the Financial Services Industry in South Africa”. With the 

rise of digital technologies that have disrupted standard business models and created a new level of 

competition in the market, the need for digital business strategy to shape the future of firms and 

achieve digital transformation is high on the agenda of most organisations. The added complexity 

of uncertainty in the regulatory environment with continuous financial regulatory changes, makes 

for a complex external environment within which businesses need to effectively compete and 

improve business performance. The objective of this research is to gain in-depth insights into how 

an organisation situated within this context navigates for continuously achieving business targets as 

well as preparing for a digital future. This research has been approved by the UCT Commerce 

Faculty Ethics in Research Committee. The data collected will be used for academic purposes only, 

and be treated with complete confidentiality. You will not be requested to supply any identifiable 

information, ensuring anonymity of your responses. Participation in this research is voluntary and 

participants can opt out of the study at any point. The data collection will take the form of one-on-

one interviews at the organisation’s offices and will be recorded for the purpose of data analysis 

and coding. The interview will take approximately 60 minutes. 

Kindly sign below to indicate your consent to participate in the research detailed above. The 

outcome of this research study will be made available to the organisation.  

Department of Information Systems 
Leslie Commerce Building 

Engineering Mall, Upper Campus 

OR 

Private Bag X3 - Rondebosch – 7701 

Tel: +27 (0) 21 650 2261    Fax: +27 (0) 21650 2280  

Internet: http://www.commerce.uct.ac.za/informationsystems/ 
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Should you have any questions regarding this research, please contact me on +27 83 462 0488 or email 

nrbrown6209@gmail.com 

Your participation in this study is highly valued. 

 

Sincerely 

Nancy Brown      Prof. Irwin Brown 

Researcher\M.Com student (UCT)                                        Research Supervisor 

Department of Information Systems                                      Department of Information Systems 

University of Cape Town                                                       University of Cape Town 

Email: nrbrown6209@gmail.com                                     Email: Irwin.brown@uct.ac.za 

 

“Our Mission is to be an outstanding teaching and research university, educating for life and addressing the challenges facing our 

society.” 

 

I, _________________   hereby consent to participate in this research study. I am aware that my 

participation is voluntary.  

 

 

_____________________     _______________________ 

Signature       Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:nrbrown6209@gmail.com
mailto:nrbrown6209@gmail.com
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Appendix 5: Systematic Literature Review Research Methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Search and Select Process Diagram (after the fashion of Gunther et al., 2017 – also in Brown & Brown, 2019) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Selected Journals:  
AIS Top 8 - EJIS, ISJ, ISR, JMIS, JSIS, MISQ, JIT, JAIS  

Financial Times Top 50  – HBR, JMS, MGTSCI, MKTSCI, ORGSTUD, 

SMR, AME, AMJ, AMR, ASQ, JIBS, JMGT, JMKT, JMKTR, JAMS, MSCI, 

MITSMR, SMJ 

IS & related Journals on WoS - BISE, DSS, ECRA, EIS, EJISDC, I&M, I&O, 

IJEC, IJIM , ISEBM, ISM,  JGITM, JTAECR, MISQE  

Keywords: “Digital Strateg*”, “Digital Business Strateg*”, “Digital 

Transformation” 

 

Search: Web of Science (on Topic) 

Exclude: no exclusions; no time period limitation 

 

 

Primarily judge papers based on Abstract, Title & keywords 

Include: Digital Strategy, Digital Business Strategy, Digital Transformation or 

strategising for digital transformation as a focal concept within an 

organisational context  

 

Exclude: 

1)TP= Mainly technical papers 

2)ORG= articles not mentioning digital strateg* or transformation in an 

organisational setting e.g. Sport, Education 

3) PRE=Papers not referring specifically to the current digital phenomenon  

 

 

Full text review 

Exclude: interviews, book reviews, TP, ORG and PRE 

 

Select 

Search 

75 potential candidates 

58 papers on Digital strateg* or Digital business strateg* or Digital transformation in an Organisational context 

53 papers on Digital strateg* or Digital business strateg* or Digital transformation in an Organisational context 
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Appendix 6: Systematic Literature Review Selection of Journal Papers  

 

Table 7: Selection of Journals Papers included in Literature Review (also in Brown & Brown, 2019) 

Abbrev. Full Name of Journal   Papers 

AIS Top 8 

JMIS 

JSIS 

EJIS 

MISQ 

ISR 

ISJ 

JIT 

JAIS 

 

Journal of Management Information Systems 

Journal of Strategic Information Systems  

European Journal of Information Systems 

MIS Quarterly  

Information Systems Research 

Information Systems Journal 

Journal of Information Technology 

Journal of the Association of Information Systems 

 

3 

3 

1 

9 

2 

1 

0 

0 

FT Top 50 

HBR 

MITSMR 

JMS 

 

 

Harvard Business Review 

MIT Sloan Management Review 

Journal of Management Studies 

 

 

2 

8 

1 

 

WoS Jrnls 

MISQE 

IJIM 

JGITM 

 

BISE 

ECRA 

I&O 

IJEC 

JTAECR 

 

ISEBM 

DSS 

 

MIS Quarterly Executive 

International Journal of Information Management 

Journal of Global Information Technology Management 

Business and Information Systems Engineering 

Electronic Commerce Research and Applications 

Information and Organisation 

International Journal of Electronic Commerce 

Journal of Theoretical and Applied Electronic Commerce Research 

Information Systems and eBusiness Management 

Decision Support Systems 

 

12 

1 

1 

 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

1 

1 

Total  53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




