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This study aimed to examine and explain how marketing intuition interacts with market
intelligence to enhance digital marketing performance in Iran’s pharmaceutical distribution
industry. This applied qualitative study employed an exploratory design. Participants included
18 managers and specialists working in marketing, sales, digital marketing, market research,
business development, and commercial planning in pharmaceutical distribution companies
located in Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive sampling with maximum
variation. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, and interviewing
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The data were analyzed using thematic
analysis with MAXQDA software. Member checking, peer review, constant comparison, and
documentation of analytic decisions were employed to enhance credibility and dependability.
The analysis yielded 264 initial codes, 96 final codes, 23 subthemes, and six major themes. The
major themes were experiential and cognitive foundations of marketing intuition, market-
intelligence infrastructures and processes, mechanisms for integrating intuition and market
intelligence, facilitating conditions, decision barriers and tensions, and consequences for digital
marketing performance. The principal mechanisms of interaction included validating intuition
with data, interpreting data through experience, revising judgments in response to contradictory
evidence, filling informational gaps with professional judgment, testing intuitive decisions
through limited implementation, and learning iteratively from digital outcomes. This interaction
was associated with more accurate targeting, faster market response, improved personalization,
greater campaign effectiveness, more efficient resource allocation, and stronger organizational
learning. The effective integration of marketing intuition and market intelligence represents a
dynamic organizational capability through which professional experience and analytical
evidence jointly improve the quality and speed of digital marketing decisions. Establishing
feedback-based and continuous learning mechanisms can strengthen this synergy in
pharmaceutical distribution firms.

Keywords: Marketing Intuition, Market Intelligence, Digital Marketing Performance,
Pharmaceutical Distribution Industry, Marketing Decision-Making, Thematic Analysis
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Digital transformation has fundamentally reshaped marketing decision-making by increasing the
volume, velocity, and diversity of market information available to organizations. Contemporary firms
increasingly rely on customer relationship management systems, digital interaction metrics, competitive
intelligence, sales analytics, artificial intelligence, and predictive tools to improve the precision and
responsiveness of marketing activities. Digital marketing is therefore no longer limited to the use of online
communication channels; rather, it constitutes an integrated decision environment in which organizations
must continuously collect, interpret, and transform market information into timely actions. The digital
transformation of marketing has altered the relationships among customer analysis, market monitoring,
communication, and managerial decision-making and has strengthened the importance of data-driven
capabilities (Cioppi et al., 2023). Artificial intelligence has further expanded these possibilities by enabling
more sophisticated customer targeting, prediction, personalization, and automated decision support (Yoo,
2024). Nevertheless, access to more data does not necessarily generate superior marketing decisions
because analytical outputs must still be interpreted within the specific competitive and organizational
context. From a dynamic capability perspective, marketing analytics creates value when organizations can
integrate analytical insights into decision processes and reconfigure marketing resources in response to
environmental change (Cao et al., 2019). Similarly, big data analytics capabilities are more likely to
contribute to innovation when supported by an organizational learning culture capable of converting data
into shared knowledge and action (Horani et al., 2026). Alongside analytical intelligence, marketing
intuition represents another important decision resource. Professional intuition should not simply be
interpreted as unsupported guessing; rather, it can emerge from accumulated market experience, repeated
exposure to customer and competitor behavior, pattern recognition, and tacit learning. Research on
managerial decision-making indicates that cognition and affect interact in complex ways and that
managerial judgments cannot always be reduced to purely rational and sequential information-processing
models (Cristofaro et al., 2022). Decision-making may also be affected by emotional intelligence, risk
perception, and cognitive biases, highlighting the importance of understanding the human dimension of
managerial judgment (Chen et al., 2022). Human and behavioral capabilities remain particularly important
in digitally transformed environments, as communication, adaptability, problem-solving, and other soft
skills complement technological competencies (Alvani et al., 2020; Polakova et al., 2023). Marketing
knowledge and professional skills likewise require the integration of technical expertise and practical
capabilities (Rahimpour & Rouhbakhsh, 2017), while studies have demonstrated the relevance of emotional
and behavioral competencies to marketing and sales effectiveness (Khoshlafz et al., 2022; Ziabari & Hajipour,
2018). The growing use of artificial intelligence does not eliminate the managerial role but rather creates
a hybrid decision environment in which algorithmic analysis and human judgment must interact (Dwivedi
et al., 2021). This interaction is especially important in healthcare and pharmaceutical markets, where
digital technologies increasingly support managerial processes while decisions remain constrained by
regulatory, operational, supply, and stakeholder considerations (Mauro et al., 2024). In Iran, pharmaceutical
marketing is similarly influenced by distinctive market structures, professional relationships, regulatory
conditions, and competitive dynamics (Ahmadnejad, 2024). Marketing capabilities and market
responsiveness have also been associated with improved marketing performance, suggesting that
organizational performance depends not only on possession of resources but also on the ability to respond
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appropriately to environmental signals (Mehrnia, 2023). More broadly, dynamic marketing capabilities
facilitate the detection of market changes and the adaptation of organizational responses, thereby
contributing to firm performance (Stefia et al., 2024). Despite these developments, previous studies have
generally examined analytics, artificial intelligence, managerial cognition, soft skills, and marketing
capabilities separately, leaving the actual mechanisms through which marketing intuition and market
intelligence are integrated in digital marketing decisions comparatively underexplored. A qualitative
approach is particularly appropriate for identifying such contextual and process-oriented mechanisms
because it allows researchers to explore participants’ experiences, interpretations, and tacit decision
processes in depth (Creswell, 2018). Accordingly, the present study aimed to examine and explain the
interaction between marketing intuition and market intelligence in enhancing digital marketing
performance in Iran’s pharmaceutical distribution industry.

Methods and Materials

This applied qualitative study adopted an exploratory design to obtain an in-depth understanding
of how marketing intuition and market intelligence interact in digital marketing decision-making within
pharmaceutical distribution companies. The participants were 18 managers and senior specialists working
in pharmaceutical distribution companies located in Tehran. Purposive sampling with maximum variation
was employed to incorporate perspectives from marketing, sales, digital marketing, market research,
business development, commercial planning, brand management, and distribution-related functions.
Eligibility criteria included at least five years of relevant professional experience in pharmaceutical
marketing or sales, a minimum bachelor’s degree, direct involvement in marketing or market-analysis
decisions, practical familiarity with digital marketing channels and tools, and willingness to participate.
Interviews continued until conceptual saturation was achieved. No substantively new theme emerged after
the fifteenth interview, and three additional interviews were conducted to confirm the stability and
adequacy of the emerging thematic structure. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews lasting approximately 45 to 70 minutes. Questions explored the formation and use of intuitive
marketing judgments, sources and processes of market intelligence, customer and competitor analysis,
digital marketing decision-making, situations of conflict between intuition and analytical evidence,
mechanisms for resolving such conflicts, organizational facilitators and barriers, and consequences for
digital marketing performance. Interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent, transcribed
verbatim, and supplemented with field notes. Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis and
proceeded concurrently with data collection. The researchers repeatedly reviewed transcripts, identified
meaning units, generated initial codes, compared codes across interviews, developed preliminary
categories and themes, and continuously refined the thematic structure. MAXQDA software was used to
organize and retrieve qualitative data. Credibility and dependability were strengthened through member
checking, peer review, constant comparison, documentation of analytic decisions, and independent coding
of selected interview material followed by discussion of discrepancies.

Findings

The 18 participants included 12 men and 6 women, with ages ranging from 32 to 54 years and a
mean age of 41.8 years. Their professional experience ranged from 6 to 24 years, with a mean of 13.6
years. Three participants held bachelor’s degrees, 11 held master’s degrees, and four held doctoral or
professional doctoral degrees. Initial analysis generated 264 codes. After eliminating repetitions and
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merging semantically overlapping items, 96 distinct final codes remained. These codes were organized
into 23 subthemes and six major themes: experiential and cognitive foundations of marketing intuition,
market-intelligence infrastructures and processes, mechanisms for integrating intuition and market
intelligence, facilitating conditions, barriers and decision tensions, and consequences for digital marketing
performance.

The most prominent theme was the mechanisms for integrating marketing intuition and market
intelligence, comprising 21 final codes and 93 references across the interviews. Participants emphasized
that effective decision-making did not involve choosing either intuition or data; instead, superior decisions
emerged when the two were systematically combined. The most frequently identified mechanism was
validating intuition with data. Managers commonly described forming an initial judgment based on
accumulated experience and subsequently examining that judgment using CRM information, sales trends,
customer responses, digital interaction indicators, and other market evidence. A reverse mechanism was
also frequently observed: managers used professional experience to interpret analytical outputs and
distinguish meaningful market signals from temporary fluctuations or misleading patterns. Other
important mechanisms included revising intuitive judgments when confronted with contradictory
evidence, filling informational gaps with professional judgment, testing intuitive ideas through limited
implementation, learning from digital outcomes, and using cross-functional interpretation.

Marketing intuition was primarily grounded in accumulated experience and market memory,
sensitivity to weak signals, rapid pattern recognition, situational judgment, confidence under ambiguity,
and learning from previous decisions. Accumulated experience was the most frequently mentioned
component. Participants described professional intuition as an experience-based capability that became
more reliable when repeatedly confronted with actual market feedback. They clearly differentiated
professional intuition from personal opinion, emphasizing that reliable intuition should be continuously
recalibrated through evidence and outcomes.

Market intelligence consisted of customer intelligence, sales and distribution intelligence,
competitive intelligence, environmental intelligence, digital intelligence, and cross-functional information
sharing. Customer intelligence had the highest frequency, followed by sales and distribution intelligence
and digital intelligence. Participants emphasized that CRM data, ordering behavior, sales performance,
inventory, competitor actions, regulatory changes, and digital engagement metrics acquired value only
when integrated and converted into actionable understanding. Facilitating conditions included timely and
valid data, a data-oriented culture, managerial experience, cross-functional collaboration, and decision
flexibility. Conversely, incomplete or delayed data, intuitive bias, resistance to contradictory evidence,
fragmented information systems, and interdepartmental conflict weakened the integration process. The
interaction between marketing intuition and market intelligence was associated with more accurate
segmentation and targeting, faster response to market changes, improved personalization, higher
campaign effectiveness, more efficient resource allocation, and continuous organizational learning.
Overall, the findings revealed a recurring cycle in which experience generated an initial hypothesis, market
intelligence tested and modified that hypothesis, implementation produced measurable outcomes, and the
resulting feedback further refined both managerial intuition and organizational knowledge.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that marketing intuition and market intelligence should be understood
as complementary rather than competing decision resources. Marketing intuition contributes speed,
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contextual interpretation, pattern recognition, and the ability to act under incomplete information, whereas
market intelligence contributes verification, discipline, evidence, and opportunities for correcting
subjective judgments. Their interaction creates a feedback-based decision architecture in which neither
intuition nor analytics remains static. Reliable intuition becomes progressively calibrated through
exposure to performance feedback, while market intelligence becomes more actionable when interpreted
through managers’ contextual and industry-specific knowledge.

The results also indicate that the effectiveness of this interaction extends beyond the individual
manager. The ability to integrate intuition and intelligence constitutes an organizational capability
dependent on information quality, communication structures, cross-functional collaboration, learning
mechanisms, and a culture that permits evidence to challenge established assumptions. Pharmaceutical
distribution companies therefore benefit when experiential knowledge is not confined to individual
managers and analytical information is not isolated within technical systems. The strongest performance
outcomes are produced when experiential knowledge, digital analytics, sales information, customer
intelligence, and competitive insight are jointly interpreted.

The study further shows that digital marketing performance in pharmaceutical distribution is
multidimensional. Improved performance involves not merely increased sales but greater targeting
accuracy, faster adaptive responses, stronger personalization, more effective campaigns, better resource
utilization, and organizational learning. The iterative testing of intuitive hypotheses through small-scale
digital actions appears particularly valuable because it enables firms to preserve decision speed while
limiting the risks associated with unverified managerial assumptions. Digital environments make this
process feasible by generating rapid feedback that can be incorporated into subsequent decisions.

In conclusion, the study proposes that the interaction between marketing intuition and market
intelligence operates through three central processes: generating initial market hypotheses through
experience-based judgment, testing and correcting these hypotheses through analytical evidence, and
learning from the consequences of implemented decisions. When supported by reliable data, experienced
managers, cross-functional collaboration, and organizational openness to learning, this cycle can
strengthen digital marketing performance in pharmaceutical distribution firms. The findings therefore
suggest that competitive advantage in increasingly data-rich marketing environments does not arise from
replacing managerial intuition with analytics, but from developing the organizational capacity to combine
the speed and contextual sensitivity of experienced judgment with the accuracy, transparency, and
corrective power of market intelligence.
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