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The emergence of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and its accompanying
digital disruptions necessitates a new style of leadership for managing
organizations to ensure their sustainability and competitiveness. Accordingly,
the present study examines the impact of digital leadership dimensions on
achieving competitive advantage in online retail. For this purpose, based on the
model proposed by Moonsamy (2022), six hypotheses were developed. The
methodology of this research is descriptive-correlational in nature. The
statistical population consists of all employees of online retail businesses in
Tehran, and a total of 390 individuals were selected using a non-probability
convenience sampling method. Data collection was conducted through library
research and field methods (electronic questionnaire). The validity of the
questionnaires was confirmed by expert opinion, and Cronbach’s alpha values
greater than 0.70 for the constructs indicate acceptable reliability. Finally,
structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to test the research hypotheses.
The findings of this study indicate that all six hypotheses were confirmed at a
95% confidence level. Furthermore, among the dimensions of digital
leadership, digital openness, digital competitive intelligence, and digital
facilitative leadership were found to play the most significant roles in
achieving digital competitive advantage, respectively.

Keywords: Digital leadership, digital competitive advantage, structural
equation modeling (SEM).
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Introduction

The accelerating pace of digitalization driven by the Fourth Industrial Revolution has introduced
unprecedented challenges and opportunities for contemporary organizations. In this dynamic
environment, organizations must adopt adaptive, transformative, and technologically integrated leadership
approaches to maintain their competitive edge. Digital leadership, defined as the fusion of technological
competence, strategic foresight, and transformative capacity, is central to navigating these turbulent
conditions and driving sustainable value creation (Renalwin, 2025). Unlike traditional leadership paradigms
rooted in hierarchical control and static processes, digital leadership empowers organizations to innovate,
respond agilely to environmental shifts, and harness the power of digital transformation for long-term
advantage (Abdeen et al., 2025; Zhang & Chen, 2024).

In the digital economy, competitive advantage increasingly stems from intangible assets such as
data analytics, digital capabilities, and organizational agility, rather than solely from physical capital or
cost leadership (Hoang, Duy, et al., 2025; Hoang, Hien, et al., 2025). Thus, digital leadership encompasses a
constellation of competencies including visionary thinking, facilitative behaviors, and dynamic digital
competencies that collectively enable firms to capitalize on emergent opportunities and fend off digital
threats (Amin & Khan, 2024; Anwar, 2025). Research has further highlighted that digital leadership serves
as a catalyst for organizational learning, market responsiveness, and innovation, thus paving the path to
sustained competitive performance (Probojakti, Utami, Prasetya, et al., 2024; Probojakti, Utami, Prasetya, et al.,
2024).

In highly volatile and competitive industries such as online retail, where disruption is constant,
digital leadership becomes a strategic imperative rather than an optional asset (Norvadewi & Zaroni, 2024;
Rokhanawati et al., 2024). Studies confirm the mediating role of digital leadership in driving innovation and
workforce engagement through enhanced digital participation and learning cultures (Almheiri et al., 2022;
Permana & Kustyadji, 2024; Rahayu et al., 2025). Empirical evidence also underscores the alignment between
digital competencies, leadership behaviors, and organizational outcomes in both developed and emerging
markets (Haque et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2024; Zhang & Chen, 2024). Moreover, the capacity of digital leaders
to foster resilience, enable strategic alignment, and embed a culture of innovation has been identified as a
foundational driver of competitive differentiation (Nurcahyo, 2024; Rahimian & Rajaei, 2017; Zaverbnyj &
Pushak, 2023).

The present study builds upon this foundation by empirically investigating the effects of six
dimensions of digital leadership on competitive advantage within the context of Tehran’s online retail
sector. It seeks to examine how constructs such as digital openness, competitive digital intelligence, and
facilitative digital leadership individually and collectively shape the organization's ability to generate and
sustain competitive advantage in the digital era.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design and targeted all employees of online retail
companies in Tehran as the statistical population. Due to the lack of a precise sampling frame, Cochran’s
formula was used to estimate the minimum required sample size. Ultimately, 390 valid responses were
collected through a digital survey comprising 38 items measured on a five-point Likert scale. The
questionnaire assessed six key constructs of digital leadership and their influence on competitive
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advantage. Construct validity was evaluated via expert reviews, and reliability was confirmed with
Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.70 across all subscales. Structural equation modeling (SEM), using
SmartPLS, was applied to assess the measurement and structural models. Confirmatory factor analysis
verified the unidimensionality, validity, and reliability of the reflective measurement model. The structural
model was tested through path analysis, coefficient of determination (R?), predictive relevance (Q?), and
the Goodness of Fit (GoF) index.

Findings and Results

The demographic analysis revealed that the majority of respondents were male (80%) and between
the ages of 20—30 (over 50%). Most held bachelor's degrees (50%) and had 5-10 years of work experience
(70%). Evaluation of the reflective measurement model showed that all constructs met the thresholds for
composite reliability (>0.80), average variance extracted (>0.50), and Cronbach’s alpha (>0.70).

Key findings from the structural model demonstrated that all six hypotheses were supported at a
95% confidence level. Among the six dimensions of digital leadership, "digital openness" (B = 0.304, t =
9.049), "digital competitive intelligence" (B = 0.260, t = 6.965), and "digital facilitative leadership" (f =
0.183, t = 5.617) had the strongest positive effects on competitive advantage. The model's GoF value was
0.813, indicating a strong overall model fit. These results affirm that the digital leadership dimensions
significantly contribute to competitive advantage in online retail, with digital openness playing the most
prominent role.

Conclusion

This study’s findings confirm the strategic importance of digital leadership in cultivating
sustainable competitive advantage in digital-intensive contexts. Among the dimensions examined, digital
openness emerged as the most impactful factor. This result aligns with prior studies (Renalwin, 2025;
Zaverbnyj & Pushak, 2023) highlighting the critical role of digital adaptability and organizational learning
cultures in enhancing agility and performance. In fast-paced sectors such as online retail, digital openness
translates into rapid adoption of technologies like Al-driven sales, big data analytics, and personalized
customer interfaces—tools that create significant differentiation.

Next in influence was digital competitive intelligence, which facilitates real-time market
interpretation, competitor analysis, and forecasting of digital trends. This is consistent with studies that
position digital intelligence systems as enablers of agile strategic planning and risk mitigation (Hoang,
Duy, et al., 2025; Hoang, Hien, et al., 2025; Zhang & Chen, 2024). In highly uncertain digital markets, such
intelligence provides the informational foundation needed for proactive and precise decision-making.

The third major contributor was digital facilitative leadership—defined by leaders’ ability to foster
collaborative, technologically integrated environments. This type of leadership drives employee
engagement, reduces resistance to change, and enhances organizational coherence. It aligns with findings
suggesting that facilitative digital leadership acts as a conduit for creative ideation and sustained
innovation (Almbheiri et al., 2022; Permana & Kustyadji, 2024).

More broadly, the findings indicate that digital leadership affects competitive advantage through
both direct and synergistic effects. The composite influence of the six leadership dimensions exceeds their
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individual impacts, underscoring the importance of integrated leadership strategies. This holistic
perspective is supported by prior models that emphasize the interplay between digital capabilities,
organizational culture, and strategic empowerment (Nurcahyo, 2024; Rahayu et al., 2025). Furthermore, the
results suggest that digital leadership serves as a mediating mechanism between technological investment
and performance outcomes. Absent effective leadership, even significant digital transformation efforts
may fail to produce competitive returns—a view echoed in recent research (Mbaidin, 2024).

Additionally, the study reinforces the view that human capital and digital leadership are co-
dependent enablers of sustainable competitive advantage. In environments where skilled digital leaders
co-exist with capable and engaged teams, competitive positioning is more resilient and evolutionally
robust (Yuwanda et al., 2023). Strategically, the study suggests that digital transformation initiatives should
be anchored in leadership development, organizational restructuring, and the cultivation of agile, data-
driven cultures. Leaders must play a central role in aligning digital tools with business goals, fostering
continuous learning, and guiding adaptive strategy in response to digital shifts (Kenechi & Purity, 2018;
Prdi¢, 2019; Rahimian & Rajaei, 2017).

In conclusion, digital leadership represents a critical enabler of competitive advantage in the online
retail sector. Its impact spans strategic, technological, and cultural dimensions, underscoring the necessity
for organizations to prioritize leadership development alongside digital investment. As the digital
economy continues to evolve, firms that integrate visionary leadership with advanced digital capabilities
will be best positioned to thrive in an increasingly competitive marketplace.
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