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Exports are considered one of the key components of any country’s economic engine,
and the volume of exports is regarded as one of the indicators of a nation's success.
Many actors are involved in exports, but the most crucial role lies with exporting
companies. Therefore, the aim of this research is to present a strategic agility model
with a focus on innovation in exporting companies in Gilan Province. This research is
qualitative and fundamental in nature. Additionally, based on the method of data
collection, it is categorized as field research. The statistical population of this study
consists of senior managers of exporting companies in Gilan Province. Theoretical
sampling was employed in this research, and the sample size was 15 individuals,
determined by theoretical saturation. The data collection tool was a semi-structured
interview, and qualitative data were analyzed using the grounded theory approach.
According to the results obtained from open, axial, and selective coding, the variables
of senior management capability and support, knowledge absorption capacity,
entrepreneurial tendency, and human resource capabilities and skills were selected as
causal conditions. Information technology capabilities, open innovation,
organizational learning, and resource flexibility were identified as core phenomena.
Finally, financial performance, non-financial performance, and competitive position
were recognized as consequential factors in this research.

Keywords: Innovation-based Strategic Agility, Strategic Management, Exporting
Companies, Grounded Theory, Strauss and Corbin Approach.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In recent years, global markets have become increasingly competitive, requiring businesses to
explore international opportunities alongside their domestic markets. Exporting is a preferred method of
market entry due to its fewer commitments compared to other methods. Countries with a heavy reliance
on single resources, such as oil, face significant economic challenges, making the growth of non-oil
exports critical for sustained economic stability. Iran, for instance, has seen a shift towards prioritizing
non-oil exports due to the volatility of global oil markets and the need for diversified revenue streams
(Kohtamaki et al., 2020; Shams et al., 2020).

Despite this emphasis, Iran’s economy remains largely dependent on oil, which poses a significant
risk due to the non-renewable nature of oil resources and the unpredictability of global oil prices. In
response, the Iranian government has laid out ambitious plans to increase its share in global trade by 2024.
However, many experts remain skeptical of the current trajectory of industrial development in the country,
arguing that significant industrial reforms are needed to achieve these goals (Golmohammadi et al., 2021;
Rezazadeh, 2016).

Strategic agility, particularly in export-driven companies, has been highlighted as a crucial factor
in navigating the complexities of global trade. Companies that can quickly adapt to market changes while
maintaining a focus on innovation tend to outperform their competitors. Strategic agility is linked to how
businesses gather and process market information, allowing them to better meet customer demands and
respond effectively to competitive pressures (Aswan, 2023). This study aims to develop a strategic agility
model focusing on innovation for exporting companies in Gilan Province, Iran, addressing the unique
challenges these businesses face in the current economic landscape.

Methods and Materials

This research adopts a qualitative, exploratory approach to develop a strategic agility model
tailored to the needs of exporting companies. The study’s population consisted of senior managers from
exporting firms in Gilan Province. The sample size was determined by theoretical saturation, and 15
managers were selected through purposive theoretical sampling. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted to gather in-depth qualitative data, which was then analyzed using the grounded theory
approach as outlined by Strauss and Corbin.

Data collection involved three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During
open coding, the data were broken into small units and labeled with concepts. In the axial coding phase,
relationships between the concepts were explored, leading to the identification of core categories. Finally,
in the selective coding phase, these categories were integrated to develop a cohesive theoretical
framework.

Findings and Results

The analysis revealed several key factors that influence strategic agility in exporting companies.
Senior management capabilities, knowledge absorption capacity, entrepreneurial tendencies, and human
resource skills emerged as the primary causal conditions affecting strategic agility. The core phenomenon
identified was the companies’ ability to leverage information technology, foster open innovation, and
engage in organizational learning. These core competencies allowed firms to achieve resource flexibility,
an essential aspect of responding to market changes.
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The model also identified key intervening conditions, such as financial performance, non-financial
performance, and competitive positioning. Companies that demonstrated high strategic agility were more
successful in improving their financial performance and competitive standing. Additionally, firms that
effectively utilized open innovation and resource flexibility were better equipped to handle the challenges
posed by rapid technological advancements and shifting market demands.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the importance of strategic agility in maintaining
competitiveness in international markets. Exporting companies in Gilan Province, like many in Iran, face
unique challenges related to fluctuating oil prices, limited technological advancement, and a lack of
infrastructure. Despite these obstacles, the companies that prioritize innovation and agility are better
positioned to succeed in the global marketplace.

One of the critical findings of this study is the role of senior management in fostering a culture of
agility. Managers who are committed to long-term strategic goals and open to entrepreneurial ventures
can create an environment that encourages innovation and organizational learning. These factors,
combined with a robust information technology infrastructure, enable companies to rapidly adapt to
market changes and enhance their overall performance.

Furthermore, the research underscores the significance of open innovation as a core component of
strategic agility. Companies that engage in open innovation by collaborating with external partners, such
as customers and suppliers, are more likely to develop new products and services that meet the evolving
needs of the market. This external collaboration is essential for firms aiming to stay ahead of competitors
and capture new market opportunities.

The study also points to the importance of human resource capabilities in achieving strategic
agility. Firms that invest in developing the skills and flexibility of their workforce are better equipped to
respond to changes in market demand and technological advancements. Resource flexibility, in particular,
emerged as a critical factor in enabling companies to shift their focus quickly and efficiently in response
to new challenges.

In conclusion, this research provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the factors
that contribute to strategic agility in exporting companies. By focusing on innovation, organizational
learning, and resource flexibility, firms can enhance their competitive position and improve both their
financial and non-financial performance. The findings have important implications for policymakers and
business leaders in Iran, as they highlight the need for increased support for innovation and strategic agility
in the export sector.

The model developed in this study offers practical insights for companies looking to improve their
agility and competitiveness in global markets. However, further research is needed to refine the model
and explore its applicability in different industries and regions. Additionally, future studies should
examine the role of government policies and international trade agreements in supporting the strategic
agility of exporting firms.
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