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Extended Abstract

Introduction

With the advent of the digital era and the rapid advancement of
ICT technologies (e.g., cloud computing, Artificial
Intelligence, blockchain, and 10T), the foundational structures
of governments and governance mechanisms are undergoing
profound transformation. This change, often encapsulated
under the term government digital transformation,
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encompasses shifts not just in technology but also in
institutional  behavior, public service delivery, legal
frameworks, and citizen expectations. The global move from e-
government to more integrated models like agile government,
transformational government, and open governance illustrates
the growing complexity of digital era governance. Iran, like
many other developing countries, faces multifaceted
challenges in adapting to these paradigms. Issues such as
political resistance, fragmented data governance, outdated
legal frameworks, insufficient financial and technical
resources, and a lack of coordinated planning hinder effective
transformation. The present study aimed to examine the system
of issues surrounding government digital transformation in
Iran. It tried to answer the following research questions: What
are the systemic issues hindering government digital
transformation in Iran? And how can these challenges be
identified and addressed through structured methodologies?
Using soft systems methodology (SSM), the analysis sought to
identify key conceptual and operational barriers to digital
transformation, capture perspectives of key stakeholders and
experts within Iran’s digital ecosystem, develop conceptual
models that reflect stakeholder understandings and identify
actionable changes, and suggest institutional, legal,
managerial, and technological reforms necessary to achieve
transformative digital governance.

Materials and Methods

This study employed soft systems methodology (SSM), which
is a qualitative, interpretive methodology developed by Peter
Checkland. It is suitable for analyzing complex, ill-structured,
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human-centered issues and problems where multiple
stakeholders and perspectives exist. The methodology
consisted of several key steps. The first step involved
unstructured problem exploration, through which semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 11 national experts
from government, academia, private sector, and civil society.
The second step was concerned with stakeholder identification,
which involved mapping all key actors, such as executive
bodies (e.g., ministries and councils), judiciary, parliament,
private tech sector, and citizens. The third step was to formulate
root definitions using CATWOE. In this step, structured
definitions of the situation from multiple perspectives were
provided through the CATWOE (Customers, Actors,
Transformation process, Worldview, Owners, Environmental
constraints). Then, the methodology went on to develop a
conceptual model, that is, building models to represent ideal
systems based on each major stakeholder’s worldview. In the
fourth step, a real-world comparison was made, in which
models were compared with current practices to identify gaps.
Finally, recommendations were given concerning feasible and
desirable changes by suggesting policy and structural changes.

Results and Discussion

Iran’s digital transformation is constrained by a range of
interrelated challenges across political, economic, social, and
legal-regulatory domains. Politically, resistance to structural
change—driven by concerns over transparency and loss of
control—has slowed reform, while political factionalism has
led to the instrumentalization or obstruction of large-scale
digital initiatives. In addition, fragmented data ownership and
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security-centered institutional data practices have created silos
that hinder integration. From an economic perspective, digital
transformation suffers from chronic underfunding and the
absence of financial prioritization, largely due to broader fiscal
crises. This has resulted in inadequate digital infrastructure,
including insufficient cloud platforms and limited broadband
access. Moreover, the lack of a coherent roadmap and clear
leadership has prevented effective coordination of multi-
sectoral funding and implementation. Social challenges also
play a significant role. There are widespread concerns about
the societal impacts of digital technologies, particularly their
perceived effects on family structures and the youth. Public
attitudes toward ICT remain mixed: while some view
digitalization as a contributing factor to issues such as rising
divorce rates or unemployment, others emphasize its positive
effects, including enhanced transparency and opportunities for
remote work. Legal and regulatory barriers further constrain
progress. Existing laws are outdated and incompatible with
emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence and the
metaverse. Enabling legislation to support cross-agency digital
integration is largely absent, and digital transformation is not
prioritized in high-level legislative or strategic documents.
Stakeholder analysis revealed additional institutional
weaknesses. Within the executive branch, leadership is
fragmented and budgetary alignment is weak, with limited
coordination across ministries. The judiciary’s digitization
efforts remain sporadic and lack systemic support or
coordination. Parliament demonstrates limited awareness of
the strategic importance of digital transformation, and
legislative inertia continues to impede innovation. Similarly,
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the Supreme Council of Cyberspace lacks effective
coordination authority, and its policy recommendations often
suffer from weak enforcement mechanisms. In addition, the
conceptual models developed for each stakeholder group
highlighted key activities such as legislation, budget allocation,
and program implementation, while also illustrating
discrepancies between ideal and actual performance and
mapping critical interdependencies and feedback loops. Across
these models, several fundamental gaps are evident, including
the absence of a unified national vision for digital
transformation,  ineffective  coordination  mechanisms
characterized by overlapping mandates and institutional silos,
and a lack of performance tracking systems, such as key
performance indicators, monitoring tools, and learning
systems.

Conclusion

Government digital transformation is no longer a matter of
choice but a necessity for countries confronting complex socio-
economic, demographic, and political pressures. Iran’s
transition from basic e-government initiatives toward
comprehensive digital governance is significantly constrained
by structural, political, economic, and cultural barriers.
Although the required technologies are largely available, their
effective adoption is undermined by outdated processes,
limited awareness, and fragmented leadership. In response to
these challenges, the study emphasizes the need for a coherent
and comprehensive reform agenda. It calls for the formulation
and formal ratification of a national digital transformation
strategy, endorsed by all three branches of government. A
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thorough overhaul of the legal framework is also required,
including the revision of key legal codes related to data
protection, cybersecurity, and digital public services, in order
to align them with the demands of digital governance.
Institutional reform is another priority, particularly the
designation of a central authority with clear executive.
Furthermore, the study highlighted the importance of capacity-
building through systematic training programs for civil
servants and lawmakers to strengthen their understanding of
digital governance principles. Also important is the need to
enhance public participation and transparency by creating
effective feedback mechanisms that enable citizens and civil
society to contribute to the formulation of digital policies.
Finally, the development of a national digital governance index
IS recommended, to be incorporated into annual government
performance reports as a tool for monitoring progress and
measuring performance.

Keywords: Digital transformation, Emerging technologies,
Digitization, E-government, T-government, O-government
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