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Abstract

Purpose: Through a review of the literature on digitalization in emerg-
ing countries, we analyzed how companies operating in these regions
develop and implement strategies to navigate the digital era.

Originality/value: The emergence of new technologies has reconfigured
businesses’ survival and competitiveness worldwide, however, little is
known about the digital strategies employed by companies in emerging
markets. By reviewing the literature, scarce in this context, we contributed
by presenting examples of digital strategies that businesses have imple-
mented. In line with our findings, we propose a research agenda to guide
future studies.

Design/methodology/approach: We performed a semi-systematic review
of business and management journals, comprising a total sample of 30
articles from different fields of knowledge. We present our findings in
three thematic categories and other subcategories.

Findings: Our findings suggest the institutional voids that limit firms’
innovation (e.g., lack of clear regulations, skilled workforce, access to
data, and financial resources) are the main challenges keeping them
from digitalizing themselves. Nevertheless, firms develop capabilities
to scout opportunities, despite the challenges, and implement digital
strategies that support their digitalization process.

Keywords: digitalization, emerging countries, developing countries,
strategy, semi-systematic review
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Resumo

Objetivo: Por meio de uma revisao da literatura sobre digitalizagdo em
paises emergentes, analisamos como as empresas que operam nessas
regides desenvolvem e implementam estratégias para navegar na era
digital.

Originalidade/valor: O surgimento de novas tecnologias tem reconfigura-
do a sobrevivéncia das empresas e a competitividade no mundo, entre-
tanto, pouco se sabe sobre as estratégias digitais empregadas pelas
empresas em mercados emergentes. Revisando a literatura, escassa
nesse contexto, nds contribuimos apresentando exemplos de estratégias
digitais que as empresas tém implementado. Em conformidade com os
nossos achados, propomos uma agenda de pesquisa que pode guiar
estudos futuros.

Design/metodologia/abordagem: Foi feita uma revisao semissistematica
de revistas de negocios e gestao, chegando, por fim, a uma amostra de
30 artigos de diferentes campos do conhecimento. Os achados sao apre-
sentados em trés categorias temadticas e outras subcategorias.

Resultados: Os achados sugerem que os vazios institucionais que limi-
tam a inovacgdo das empresas (falta de regulamentacio clara, de forca de
trabalho qualificada, de acesso a dados e de recursos financeiros) sao os
desafios principais que as impedem de se digitalizar. No entanto, empre-
sas desenvolvem capacidades que permitem que elas aproveitem opor-
tunidades, apesar dos desafios, e implementem estratégias digitais que
apoiam o processo de digitalizago.

Palavras-chave: digitalizagdo, paises emergentes, paises em desen-
volvimento, estratégia, revisao semissistematica
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INTRODUCTION

Digitalization has reshaped the world. The advent of the internet and
social media, followed by technologies such as cloud computing and artifi-
cial intelligence (AI), has radically altered how we interact, learn and make
decisions, disrupting many existing markets and creating new business
models and opportunities (Kraus et al., 2019; Vadana et al., 2019). These
changes are so significant that scholars refer to digitalization as the fourth
industrial revolution (Bjorkdahl, 2020).

Besides allowing the emergence of the so-called born-digital compa-
nies, which are digital from inception (Monaghan et al., 2020), this new era
also forces traditional and non-digital companies to engage in the process of
digital transformation, given the impacts of digital technologies on all
aspects of the organization’s environment (Chanias et al., 2019). Digital
transformation is understood here as “a process that aims to improve an
entity by triggering significant changes to its properties through combina-
tions of information, computing, communication, and connectivity tech-
nologies” (Vial, 2019, p. 118).

The digital transformation journey comprises at least four essential
dimensions: the use of technologies, changes in the creation of value, struc-
tural changes, and financial aspects (Matt et al., 2015). These elements have
to be jointly considered. This is just possible if the decision-making happens
at the strategic level of the company, in which the plans for the whole organi-
zation are drawn up with the integration of all departments and external
partners (Matt et al., 2015). Thus, organizations need to formulate and
implement a digital strategy to conduct a digital transformation. Digital
strategy is an “organizational strategy formulated and executed by leveraging
digital resources to create differential value” (Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 472).
According to Heavin and Power (2018), nowadays, firms must have digitali-
zation as a core strategy to compete and survive. This necessity has become
even more critical in the context of the recent Covid-19 pandemic, which
accelerated digitalization and increased the adoption of digital technologies
to deal with the crisis (Almeida et al., 2020). To Ross et al. (2018), the digi-
tal strategy must guide the company, help executives manage the digitaliza-
tion process and redirect efforts when necessary.

Driven by its relevance, scholars have taken a particular interest in firms’
digitalization. In fact, the topic has been studied in various fields, such as
organization studies (Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2020), strategic management
(Benner & Waldfogel, 2020; Garud et al., 2022), international business
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(Banalieva & Dhanaraj, 2019; Hennart, 2019), marketing (Kannan & Li,
2017), and finance (Gomber et al., 2017). However, a significant share of
research on digitalization has been conducted in developed countries, espe-
cially in the United States (e.g., Benner & Waldfogel, 2020; Garud et al.,
2022) and Europe (e.g., Hadjielias et al., 2021; Warner & Wéger, 2019).

In this paper, we argue that emerging countries' present specificities
that influence the phenomenon of digitalization, which, in turn, has impor-
tant implications for the companies operating in those countries. Some of
these issues include infrastructure limitations (Dahlman et al., 2016), insti-
tutional voids (Gao et al., 2017), and the digital divide (Souza et al., 2017;
Venkatesh & Sykes, 2012), which refers to “the gap between individuals,
households, businesses and geographic areas at different socio-economic
levels with regard both to their opportunities to access ICT and to their use
of the Internet for a wide variety of activities” (Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development, 2001, p. 5).

Due to such specificities, we posit that the studies’ findings in developed
countries are not necessarily transferable to the emerging world’s context.
All the factors mentioned above can impact firms’ business strategies, how
they compete globally, and how they build a relationship with their customers
and partners (Dewan & Riggins, 2005). Therefore, studies focused specifi-
cally on regions such as Latin America, Africa, and Asia are needed to clarify
how companies are adapting and coping with the characteristics of emerging
countries and, in particular, how they influence firms’ responses to digitali-
zation. This paper contributes to the literature by synthesizing the research
on companies’ strategies to deal with digitalization in emerging markets and
proposing a research agenda for future studies. We focus on digital strategy
because it is likely the first formal step organizations take toward digitaliza-
tion (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Matt et al., 2015). To achieve our objective, we
conducted a semi-systematic literature review grounded on the following
research question: what do we know about companies’ strategies to navi-
gate the digital era in emerging countries?

Three subcategories of strategies have arisen from our analysis: inno-
vating and changing to adapt, innovating through the ecosystem, and relying
on data cooperation. Many scholars have acknowledged the role of innova-
tion in emerging market organizations (Bagno et al., 2017; Salerno et al.,
2015; Silva et al., 2014). Here, we discussed how innovation can help the

Given the variety of countries in our review and the imbroglio around terms such as “developing” and
“non-developed”, we chose to refer to countries that might be in any of these categories as emerging
countries.
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digitalization process development. From that, we also acknowledge the
opportunities and challenges these organizations face when implementing
digital strategies.

This paper was divided into four sections besides this introduction.
First, we describe the method we adopted to conduct our literature review.
Next, we present the findings and discussion. The fourth section suggests a
research agenda for future studies. The closing section has our final remarks
and concludes this paper.

METHODOLOGY

Following Snyder (2019), we conducted a semi-systematic review. It is
a review based on the analysis of quantitative and qualitative research arti-
cles, aiming to overview a research area, track development, answer broad
questions, and contribute with the themes in literature, historical overview,
theoretical models or framework, taxonomy or classification, research agen-
da, and the state of knowledge (Snyder, 2019). Through this analysis, we
sought to map out the theory, synthesize the current state of knowledge,
identify gaps and themes, and propose a future research agenda for the fields
of business and management. Since our sample is diverse and can differ sig-
nificantly in how scholars conceptualize the topic, the semi-systematic
review is more appropriate (Snyder, 2019). To guide our analysis, we seek to
investigate how digitalization has influenced firms in emerging countries.

Sample selection

Since the literature refers to both the phenomenon (digitalization) and the
region (emerging countries) with different wording, we searched for the com-
bination of words that would bring the most extensive results. Our sample
includes papers from both developing and emerging countries; thus, aiming for
conciseness, hereafter, we refer to both categories as emerging countries. A
more generic filter was applied to avoid excluding any potential articles prema-
turely. A more comprehensive range of articles, however troublesome, allowed
us to assess the potential contribution of papers from different fields of knowl-
edge to the strategy discipline. Table 1 illustrates our entire process of selection.

In line with previous reviews (Calabro et al., 2019; De Bakker et al.,
2005), we focused our search on the most renowned databases for social
research in business and management (Web of Science and Scopus). After
excluding repeated articles, we selected those from 2009 to 2020 because
we noticed that the bulk of research has emerged in the last ten years.
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In the next step, we analyzed the alignment of the selected articles’
abstracts with our research questions. The chosen articles and those lacking
sufficient information in the abstract were investigated thoroughly. To
guarantee the reliability and quality of this review, all five authors defined
and followed a set of standards for exclusion/inclusion of studies and to
assess the article’s quality. The assessment of a paper’s quality was an
important aspect considered in this phase. After carefully considering all
criteria and the given article’s potential to answer our research question,
we selected 30 papers.

Table 1
Selection and filters criteria

Web of Science TOPIC: (("emerging econom*" or "emerging market*" or 182
September 25th, 2020  “developing count™” or "developing econom™*” or "developing
marke*" or latin* or latin-americ*®));
TOPIC; ((digital or digitization or digitalization));
DOCUMENT TYPE:; (article); and
REFINED - CATEGORIES OF WEB OF SCIENCE: (business or
management).

Scopus TITLE, ABSTRACT, KEYWORDS: (("emerging econom*” or 419
September 28th, 2020  “emerging market*" or "developing count*” or “developing

econom*” or "developing marke*” or latin* or latin-americ*))

and ((digital or digitization or digitalization));

DOCUMENT TYPE: (article); and

REFINED: SUBJECT AREA: (business, management, and

accounting).

After excluding repeated articles = 477

l
Filtered by period 2009-2020 =412

!

Abstract analysis considering alignment with the research question = 159

!

(continue)
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Table 1 (conclusion)
Selection and filters criteria

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

Assessment of articles” alignment with the
research question:

the article focuses on digital, resources/
technologies, or digital transformation;

the article studies companies based on
non-developed countries (e.g, emergent,
developing countries);

the article focuses on firms or manufacturers;
the article informs the firm's strategies,
actions, decisions, and activities regarding
digitalization and/or innovation;

the article describes the contextual elements
(e.g, voids, cultural characteristics, challenges,
opportunities);

it focused on the micro-level (managers,
activities, routines etc.), the article informs
the firm's implications.

Assessment of articles' alignment with the
research question:

e the article is focused on developed countries;

e the article does not offer a contextual
analysis of the topic;

e the article is not focused on digital
innovations of any sort;

e the article is focused on specific technology
development and not on firm digitalization;

e the article is not written in English,
Portuguese, or Spanish;

* the article is focused on the macro-level
(country or region analysis);

* the article is focused on consumer behavior.

Assessment of article’s quality and style:

* the article fails to demonstrate rigor in the
research process (e.g. it does not explain the
method or research design);

* the article does not offer empirical evidence
(reviews, theoretical articles, editorials etc);

e documents other than articles (book
chapters, thesis, dissertations, reports etc.).

Full paper analysis considering inclusion and exclusion criteria = 30

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

Reviewing process

We based our review process on a first and a second coding cycle, thus
allowing the emergence of thematic categories and subcategories (Miles et al.,
2014; Saldana, 2013). In the first coding cycle, we used the following criteria
as guidelines for the descriptive coding: context (e.g., country, region, con-
tinent), main concept/construct, theory, approach (qualitative, quantitative,
conceptual), method, main findings, and future studies and limitations.
Using two cycles is a proper coding method to make sense of the data col-
lected from several data sources (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 2003,
2013; Wolcott, 2009). This process resulted in a thorough description of
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each paper and a general idea of how the data were coming together, allowing
us to better organize the information from each article in initial groups that
were most likely to become categories (Saldafia, 2013). The initial descrip-
tive coding was essential to the data abstraction and the conceptualization
of ideas (Snyder, 2019), which guided the second coding cycle.

We applied a pattern coding method in the second coding cycle (Miles
& Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 2003) to identify the emergent themes. As
Miles and Huberman (1994) observed, such an approach allows researchers
to group those summaries into a smaller number of themes. In this phase,
three major categories emerged: advantages of digitalization, challenges of
digitalization, and digital strategies. Further analysis demonstrated the need
to develop subcategories to better summarize the digital strategy finding.

The allocation of content in each category followed an iterative process
performed independently by all the five authors. Then, these allocations
were cross-checked by them. In case of discrepancies, we relied on group
discussion to solve any disagreement, as our goal was to reach a consensus
on the final distribution of content (Harry et al., 2005; Saldafia, 2013). This
approach can provide higher quality and reliability to the review process.

Descriptive analysis

Our review comprises a total of 30 articles. Most of the articles found
(n = 17) were qualitative studies, followed by studies with a quantitative
approach (n = 11) and mixed methods (n = 2). Regarding the methods,
most qualitative articles present case studies (single- and multiple-case
studies), and the most used method in quantitative studies is survey with
statistical analysis. Most papers addressed China’s context (n = 7). China is
probably a successful case among emerging countries. The country has been
recognized as a “front-runner” in the application of technologies in manu-
facturing (United Nations Industrial Development Organization, 2019) and
a “digital superpower” (lansiti & Lakhani, 2014). However, China still pre-
sents institutional and contextual characteristics similar to those of emerging
countries, such as institutional voids and low-income populations, which
justify its inclusion in our sample.

Other articles focus on Russia and South Africa, with two articles each.
The remainder focus on Latin America (n = 4), Middle East (n = 4), Africa
(n = 5), and Asia (n = 4), and two articles addressed multiple countries.
Analyzing the journals that published these articles, we found that half of
them are not listed in Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS).

\

ISSN 1678-6971 (electronic version) ¢ RAM, Sdo Paulo, 24(3), eRAMR230059, 2023
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMR230059.en



10

N

The digitalization phenomenon and digital strategies in emerging countries: A semi-systematic review

Among the other half, there are papers spreading from ABS1 to ABS4*.
Despite our review’s total number of articles, we comprised research from
several disciplines (e.g., international business, information management,
innovations, social science, and strategy).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Emerging regions are generally latecomers in developing information
and communication technologies (ICTs). Although the digitalization litera-
ture is still incipient, we synthesized its findings. In line with Hanelt et al.
(2021), we see a tendency in the literature to focus on innovation and inte-
gration of the multiple actors of the ecosystem when dealing with the digi-
talization process. From this synthesis, we can extract the overall advan-
tages and challenges of strategizing in the digital era and four thematic
patterns of firms’ strategies. The data are interpreted below.

Advantages of digitalization to business in emerging countries

The digital revolution transformed businesses, and its positive effects
can be identified in different sectors. Literature has also pointed out that
digitalization and technology evolution enables platform-based firms to bet-
ter connect with stakeholders, strengthen their network effects, and improve
value creation (Zeng et al., 2019). Correspondingly, farmers in Mexico have
experienced better interaction with stakeholders due to emerging tech-
nologies that have reduced geographic barriers and increased community
collaboration. Technological advancements provided more accurate infor-
mation, enhancing farmers’ decision-making (Torres et al., 2021). Access
to data is critical in the digital economy. Zebryté et al. (2019) found that
firms operating in the tourism industry rely on open data sources to drive
decision-making, especially during natural disasters. In the context of
emerging countries, where resources are limited, open data seem to be an
essential asset.

Literature shows that companies in emerging countries exploit the
opportunities and advantages business digitalization can provide. A study
about the banking sector in Oman highlighted how digitalization had affected
this sector with the emergence of the internet, mobile applications, cloud
computing, and digital currencies (Al-Busaidi & Al-Muharrami, 2021). To
deal with this new scenario, Omani banks have invested in ICTs. Such invest-
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ments are crucial to gaining a competitive advantage and achieving high
performance, improving customer service, guaranteeing customer data pri-
vacy, and providing further information on customers’ needs. In a sample of
45 African countries, Silvanskiy et al. (2019) identified that the widespread
of the mobile phone contributed to the income-equalizing effect. The authors
found that mobile payment tools with support from local authorities and
service providers impact businesses positively by allowing for cost reduction,
customer satisfaction, convenience, and data security. These studies carried
out in the African context provide empirical evidence of the influence of
digitalization on the business development of firms in the region.

Del Giudice et al. (2019) argue that digitalization and internet working
are paramount driving forces for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) to
innovate, making them pioneers in the digital transformation. By studying
Beijing’s context — in which digitalization dramatically changed the way of
doing business -, the authors show that SMEs can take advantage of hori-
zontal technology spillover to grow internationally (Del Giudice et al., 2019).
Similarly, digitalization can help companies develop an ability of interna-
tionalizing, which, in turn, leads to better products and services advantages
for SMEs in the long run (Lee & Falahat, 2019). Although emerging coun-
tries still face significant challenges regarding internet access, the literature
acknowledges that business digitalization reduces entry barriers to other
countries. Thus, it offers firms an opportunity to sell their products and
services abroad with lower maintenance fees and a regular client base (Jean
et al., 2020). Digitalization facilitates several processes, such as internationali-
zation, helping SMEs reach better service and product standards quickly, as
it diminishes physical barriers, creates new management forms and enhances
value creation, although it may also pose challenges to companies operating
in emerging countries. In Table 2, we summarize some of the advantages
digital technologies can bring to companies in emerging markets.

Challenges to the digitalization of businesses in emerging
countries

In the digital era, companies worldwide face increasing challenges to
succeed and digitalize their businesses (Autio et al., 2021; Petricevic &
Teece, 2019). The challenges are likely to be more significant for companies
in emerging countries due to their institutional voids, such as political insta-
bility, lack of infrastructure, resource scarcity, colonial legacy, weak legisla-
tion, and corruption (Asogwa, 2012; Dey et al., 2019; Teberga & Oliva,
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2018). Companies struggle with certain digital capacity deficiencies, which
defy the businesses’ managers daily. These companies must face cultural
and contextual differences and overcome market product specificity, foreign
market competition, domestic institutional voids, and foreign market uncer-
tainty. Resource scarcity affects value creation (Boojihawon & Ngoasong,
2018), making it necessary to think of new strategies to overcome it. Busi-
ness models designed for firms in emerging countries must account for the
scarcity of resources on multiple levels — knowledge, data, finance, and infra-
structure. Such limitation affects the business capacity for value creation,
and, therefore, it is extremely important not to neglect the architectural and
contextual factors (Boojihawon & Ngoasong, 2018).

Platforms are a specific type of business model characterized by their
complex information technology system (Kabakova et al., 2016). For example,
Teberga and Oliva (2018) analyzed the case of Catarse in Brazil, the most
prominent crowdfunding website in Latin America. The company faced
several challenges in introducing innovative technologies and products in a
nonexistent market. To achieve that, they had to face operational challenges
associated with remote work, lack of skilled labor, and dependency on a single
payment method since there was no viable option in the market. Also, they
had judicial and accountability problems because of the lack of Brazilian
legislation regulating crowdfunding (Teberga & Oliva, 2018). Regarding the
introduction of novel technologies and the creation of markets that did not
exist before, the authors identified three types of risks to which firms may
be exposed to: technical, market, and user risks. These can affect companies’
ability to develop a product that meets the consumers’ needs.

Even though that study focuses on a startup company, other types of
companies such as SMEs, international new ventures (INVs), and multina-
tional enterprises (MNEs), could face the same problems when introducing
a digital product, especially regarding innovations in developing countries,
characterized by institutional voids. By studying INVs in China, Jean et al.
(2020) found that this type of firm faces challenges related to its size, export
experience, and export performance. Contextual aspects such as market
product specificity, foreign market competition, domestic institution voids,
and foreign market uncertainty are the antecedents to those challenges.
In this case, the entrepreneurial orientation acts as a risk mitigator due to
the founder’s capacity to define organizational culture, perceive risk, and
affect internationalization outcomes. To address the digital platform’s risk,
managers in emerging markets’ organizations must improve their skills,
relationships, and knowledge.
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Another significant challenge identified in our review is data manage-
ment capacity (Ansong & Boateng, 2019; Asogwa, 2012; Jin et al., 2020;
Rashid & Ratten, 2020). Access to data and the ability to analyze and use
them is critical to plan and implement strategies in the digital era (Jin et al.,
2020), for it guides decision-making in organizations (Rashid & Ratten,
2020). Nonetheless, we found that there is a lack of resources for digital
businesses in emerging countries that limits their ability to collect, store,
and analyze data. The causes for this usually fall into financial restraints,
lack of infrastructure, and absence of skilled workforce.

For instance, Ansong and Boateng (2019) found that Ghana’s digital
businesses hardly rely on data analytics to develop their strategies. Exten-
sive data analysis is far from these businesses’ realities, and this issue is
recurrent in Africa. While analyzing the e-records in sub-Saharan Africa,
Asogwa (2012) stressed several challenges to developing a digital environ-
ment: weak legislation, absence of organizational frameworks, inadequate
ICT skills and competencies, colonial legacy, political instability, and corrup-
tion. Dey et al. (2019) also pointed out issues concerning corruption and
unethical use of digital technologies in a Bangladeshi mobile financial plat-
form, forcing several agent accounts to close. Therefore, assuring digital
technologies’ ethical use is a significant challenge for companies in emerging
countries. In Table 2, we summarize some of the challenges companies in
emerging markets face.

Table 2
Advantages and challenges of digitalization

Challenges to the digitalization

Benefits brought by digital technologies At

Resource scarcity (financial, technological, and

Provision of collaboration
human)

Enhancement of decision-making Weak legislation and judicial system

Lack of access to data and data analysis

Facilitation of access to international markets .
capacity

Improvement of services and products quality Political instability

Reduction of operational costs Corruption

Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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Strategies to thrive in the digital era

As we described in the previous sections, while digitalization has
brought many opportunities for businesses to grow (Nambisan et al., 2019),
significant challenges have come with it (Brenk et al., 2019), forcing com-
panies to redesign their business models and develop new strategies and
capabilities to exploit the opportunities and succeed in the digital economy.
We explore some of these strategies next.

Innovating and changing to adapt

Our data suggest that firms in emerging markets are developing inno-
vative strategies to adapt their businesses to their context. In general, the
studies indicate that the macro-scenario significantly impacts how firms
build strategies and innovate in the digital era in emerging countries. The
video game industries in China, India, and Russia exemplify how cultural
and institutional differences have influenced companies to adopt specific
strategies to exploit opportunities in such contexts (Simon, 2018). In China,
companies shift the source of revenue from paid games to paid advertise-
ments in free games to fight against piracy. Meanwhile, in India, because of
the poor internet infrastructure and low internet access, companies are
developing low-cost smartphones in partnership with big techs. Also, these
firms are offering unlimited 4G internet access to grow their user base. For
the mobile gaming industry, the widespread of low-cost devices also repre-
sented a technical and contextual challenge in the way that games designed
for the Indian market have to be able to run on simpler devices with less
storage and memory capacity. The Russian case is different as the gaming
industry has focused mostly on PC games since this country has the highest
percentage of PC gamers globally. Regarding mobile usage, the country still
experiences a digital divide (Simon, 2018), but the gaming industry on this
platform is also growing, despite the preference for PC games. In all three
cases, there is the growth strategy of developing local-relevant content to
grow nationally and abroad in certain situations.

Also, since emerging market companies find it difficult to access financial
resources, companies have been changing their business model to adapt to
the digital world. More specifically, some studies show that they focus on low-
cost solutions, aiming to provide superior value at lower cost by engaging in
product innovation (Lan & Liu, 2017). In Ghana, Ansong and Boateng
(2019) found that digital companies have been facing a significant challenge
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in accessing financial resources; therefore, their strategy to grow their busi-
ness and engage with clients has relied on accessible and low-cost social
networking services, such as Facebook and cloud computing.

Lan and Liu (2017) observed a similar use of social networking, showing
how employing the customer-to-business (C2B) strategy through frugal
innovation has made it easier for a Chinese company to adapt. C2B strategy
redesigns the business and the business model according to the customers’
demands, experiences, and behavior. Accordingly, frugal innovation is related
to innovating in context with resource constraints, allowing for affordable
products with the best quality possible (Zeschky et al., 2011). Such a charac-
teristic is particular to emerging countries, where resources and infrastructure
are limited. Similarly, consumers have a lower purchasing power, demanding
good enough products at lower prices. This case shows that companies in
emerging markets are also in tune with new strategies needed to survive
in the digital era (e.g., C2B). These companies adopt different means to
cope with their contextual limitations and adapt to the new demands.

Although the development of innovative products and strategies may be
an essential tool for adaptation, companies must also be aware that innova-
tions can change in multiple unexpected ways, following a different trajec-
tory from what was initially planned (Oborn et al., 2019). These transforma-
tions are likely to be more significant for digital innovations such as mobile
technologies and innovations “implemented and used in locales that are dis-
tant and distinct from those where the innovation was initially developed”
(Oborn et al., 2019, p. 1097). This may happen because innovations interact
with local conditions and practices. An example is the MPS case, a mobile
money payment system developed in the United Kingdom to be implemented
in Kenya. Although the technology was initially expected to be small in scale
and generate limited value, its purpose was entirely reframed when it was
employed in Kenya. It ultimately grew in scale, created a high value for cus-
tomers and substantially altered financial inclusion in the country (Oborn
et al., 2019).

Research has identified that digital innovations have a strong relation-
ship with business performance (Al-Dmour et al., 2022). Therefore, compa-
nies of all sorts must craft a digital mindset to integrate digital and nondigi-
tal operations. This context requires new behavior to incorporate the
changes and, therefore, new capabilities to select the proper digital chan-
nels, aiming to achieve resource maximization, transparent communication
with customers, and proactive employees able to seize opportunities (Rashid
& Ratten, 2020). In the Chinese digital video player industry, firms have
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gained core capabilities in technology development, which was fundamental
to delivering superior products and keeping their advantage over foreign
firms. In these companies, engaging in innovation was a vital modality of
learning. These capabilities allow various improvements in the firms, from
incremental to radical innovations, which helps to adapt and develop a com-
petitive advantage (Lu & Mu, 2011).

In this adaptation process, the firm’s dynamic capabilities are essential
to renew its resource base in responding to radical technological change
(Teece, 2007). Two manufacturing capabilities were identified in the Chinese
context: manufacturing flexibility and supplier integration. These can support
a firm’s competitive advantages (Zeng et al., 2017). In the region of South-
Eastern Europe, Turulja and Bajgoric (2018) suggest that information tech-
nology (IT) capability, human resources management, and knowledge mana-
gement are paramount to achieving superior performance in the digital era.

Other capabilities manifest themselves at different development stages,
such as unlearning, organizational learning, adaptation, innovation, and
other industries’ capabilities. The company is not path-dependent. It must
also be capable of unlearning experiences in disrupting times and applying
new knowledge and new knowledge structures — unlearning refers to the
firm’s capability of sensing and shaping opportunities and threats. It is also
imperative to be part of an ecosystem and use the partner’s resources to
improve competitive advantages (Zeng et al., 2017). The development of
dynamic capabilities in emerging countries is critical for these companies to
remain competitive as they seek legitimacy, cope with resource scarcity, and
develop innovation strategies (Boughzala & Szostak, 2023). Additionally,
dynamic capabilities allow them to adapt by creating and modifying their
limited resources as their market shifts (Helfat et al., 2007; Teece, 2007).

Innovating through an ecosystem

Companies from emerging markets may also innovate by exploring their
ecosystem. Innovation ecosystems can promote collaboration, resulting in
simplified business processes, agility, digitization, and openness (Zalan &
Toufaily, 2017).

In Russia, Kabakova et al. (2016) observed three strategies that firms
have used in platform ecosystems: inclusion, market dynamics, and reliance
on independent ecosystem participants. Inclusion means that the business
does not have a target audience or audience segmentation; instead, they have
a vast data array to improve the platform’s functionality, which is possible
due to low transaction costs. The digital market is dynamic and unstable, so
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that executives rely more on trial and error than on predicting market deve-
lopment’s direction. There is also more reliance on independent actors,
increasing competition among those actors, hence reducing development
costs (Kabakova et al., 2016).

In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, studies by Zalan
and Toufaily (2017) on the financial industry also highlight the importance of
ecosystems. Based on Moore (2006, p. 33), the authors define ecosystems as
“intentional communities of economic actors whose individual business
activities share in some large measure the fate of the whole community”.
According to them, the capacity of a financial technology (FinTech) company
to create value is essentially dependent on the availability and development of
critical parts of the ecosystem, such as regulations, services, consumers, and
technology suppliers. Also, they found that the primary strategy adopted by
MENA’s incumbent banks to respond to potential disruption from fintechs-
dopted is partnering (or collaboration). According to them, this response is
inconsistent with the strategies usually recommended for incumbents in the
disruption innovation literature. Still, it can be explained by characteristics of
the digital economy related to digitization, disintermediation, and decentrali-
zation, such as high fixed costs of production, high human capital costs, and
near-zero communication and distribution costs. The authors argue that

[...] these factors, together with a need for providing a frictionless
experience for the tech-savvy consumer of a broad range of financial
services, often underpinned by Al and big data analytics, may necessi-
tate an ecosystem-like bank-fintech collaboration (Zalan & Toufaily,
2017, p. 13).

Firms need to build their ecosystems while launching the organization
proposal. In the scope of an online Indian cab driver platform called Ola,
Mukerji and Roy (2019) observed three phases in the company ecosystem’s
development: innovation introduction, mobilization, and structuring. During
the innovation introduction, the firm undertook activities to gain cognitive
legitimacy with stakeholders and deal with competition, entering into the
organizational field. During mobilization, the firm increased sociopolitical
legitimacy, enabled by the coercive and mimetic forces that helped shape the
institutional fields. Finally, in the structuring process, the isomorphic forces
become more normative, internalized by the firm as norms and practices. In
the specific case of Ola, the firm had to build trust in its segment. Thus, at the
beginning of their operations, to compete with more “traditional” firms, they
had to adapt their processes, accepting payments in cash and also enabling
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cab booking using the telephone due to the low widespread of credit cards
and smartphones. Another strategy was to partner with regular taxi drivers
on their platform. This helped both users and drivers to get familiar with the
app, fostering collaboration.

Nonetheless, it is important to highlight that developed innovation eco-
systems in emerging countries are an exception as most of them are still at
an early stage. The literature shows that several actors must participate in
the promotion of ecosystem development. During the organizational field
development, it is possible to observe an increase in interactions among
participants and information sharing to improve the platform, mutual aware-
ness of the customers that started using the platform and the developers
that started sharing the codes to get improvements, as well as dominant
structures and coalition (Mukerji & Roy, 2019). Many companies use this col-
laboration among actors to position themselves in the organizational field.

Countries’ specific conditions may also help the development of con-
crete innovation ecosystems. For instance, the sanctions Iran has suffered
throughout the years have forced Iranian companies to respond strategically,
creating local companies and solutions to replace foreign companies. Due to
the United States sanctions, some of the Iranian company’s apps were
removed from Apple Store and Google Play, forcing those companies to
innovate by offering a web-based version of their products. Notably, the
country has developed a robust digital market, skyrocketing from 130 digital
businesses in 2013 to 41,130 in 2017 (Arbatani et al., 2019).

The use of data cooperation to support strategies

Data have emerged as a key asset in the digital era. In South Africa, evi-
dence has shown that digital partnering helps firms to improve their com-
petitive advantage, increase performance, and reduce risks (Aghimien et al.,
2022). Successful partnering strategies depend on digital partners’ trust,
top management support, and digital partner selection (Aghimien et al.,
2020). By studying four Chinese manufacturers, Jin et al. (2020) found that
depending on the types of data ownership and the fundamental value propo-
sition, incumbent organizations’ digital strategy can vary. They suggest five
strategies: new product strategy, new value-added service strategy, customized
strategy, new value-added service, and embedded product or platform ser-
vice/product strategy. These strategies can help firms to overcome competi-
tion pressure and market changes, achieving their transformation.

Decision-making is now guided by several gigabytes of collected data,
which are only valuable if added to the employees’ analytical skills (Rashid
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& Ratten, 2020). Hence, firms also must be aware of and rely on data ana-
lytics to grow their business. In Chile, public and private organizations are
cooperating to use open data in the local businesses’ decision-making pro-
cess. In such a context, the data can help business to predict natural disas-
ters. Although such a strategy is valuable for local entrepreneurs, the lack of
expertise in analyzing these data is still an issue (Zebryté et al., 2019).

Data are an excellent tool to overcome resource scarcity. Even in cases
of limited data management capacity, many entrepreneurs rely on data to
help with important decisions. If it were not for institutional voids, such as
financial restraints, lack of infrastructure, and the absence of skilled workers,
the companies could better use data and other digital facilities. Even with
these challenges, the digital business helps to achieve cost reduction, ser-
vice improvement, customer satisfaction, convenience, and data security/
privacy. However, not every entrepreneur can use this tool since the digital
divide makes digital access hard for a significant part of the population,
challenging the introduction of new technologies, new products, and access
to data. In the same way that technology provides more accurate informa-
tion on product or service specificity, in peripheral countries, only a fraction
of the population has access to the internet, which turns consumers into
ghosts or unattractive parties to companies. In other words, digital tech-
nologies are not boundless tools, they can go as far as the social constraints
allow them to go. In Table 3, we highlight some of the strategies these com-
panies are deploying.

Table 3
Exemplary strategies to digitalization in emerging countries

Strategy Context Challenges addressed

Innovating and changing to adapt

Shifting source of revenue from paid products ~ China Piracy
to paid advertisements

Partnering to offer free internet access and India Low-income costumers
low-cost devices

Low-cost solutions through frugal innovation China Resource scarcity

Using of low-cost social networking Ghana Resource scarcity

(continue)
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Table 3 (conclusion)
Exemplary strategies to digitalization in emerging countries

Strategy Context Challenges addressed

Innovating through ecosystemn

Collaboration through innovative ecosystems MENAand  Technological gap and
China institutional constraints (e.g.,
structural and cultural resistance)

Developing their own ecosystem seeking India Low supply chain infrastructure,

cognitive and sociopolitical legitimacy weak regulatory framework, lack
of trust and consumer confidence
in digital products/services

Trial-and-error approach Russia Market dynamism and instability

Data cooperation

Private and public collaboration to open data Chile Decision-making and prediction of
access natural disasters

New product strategy, new value-added service  China Adaptation to changes and
strategy, customized strategy, new value-added overcoming of competition
service, and embedded product or platform pressure

service/product strategy

Digital partnering South Africa Risk reduction

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

FUTURE AGENDA

This review has yielded numerous insights that can advance the research
on digitalization in emerging countries. Indeed, we acknowledge that the
possibilities are too many to be all accounted for here. Therefore, we focused
on three themes aligned with our analysis results, and that can support
research to advance the studies in emerging contexts: 1. innovation, ecosys-
tem, and collaboration; 2. skills, leadership, and education; and 3. data
access. These three avenues are paramount for analyzing the specificities of
emerging countries. As for the first one, we argue that structural, institu-
tional, and contextual aspects may influence the development of digital eco-
systems. For example, the lack of adequate ICT infrastructure plays a pivotal
role in how businesses evolve in emerging countries. Regarding the second
theme, we show evidence of how digital skills and competencies shape digi-
talization. In the context of the digital divide in emerging countries (OECD,
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2001), research should address the impact of such skills on digitalization
and digital strategies. The third and last topic for future research is crucial
for understanding digitalization in emerging markets and is closely related
to the two other themes. Considering the importance of data access to digital
strategies (Jin et al., 2020), it remains underexplored in emerging countries.
ICT infrastructure functions as a barrier to that access, while the lack of
skilled workforce undermines data analysis. That equation is detrimental
not only to the development of startups and digital ecosystems but also to the
digitalization of existing businesses.

Besides the avenues for future research detailed below, we suggest
methodological approaches for investigating such themes. As an extra sugges-
tion, we can point out the urgent need to strengthen research in emerging
countries other than China.

Innovation, ecosystem, and collaboration

We found in our review that the need to innovate within an ecosystem
is increasingly relevant. Ecosystems are also a means to promote collabora-
tion (Zalan & Toufaily, 2017). In this sense, a digital ecosystem is different
from a traditional business ecosystem because of its turbulent nature (EI Sawy
& Pereira, 2013). One key aspect that characterizes a turbulent digital envi-
ronment is the complex interdependence and heterogeneity of several part-
ners (Jacobides et al., 2018). Similarly, due to other reasons (e.g., weak
institutions, corruption, lack of infrastructure), emerging countries’ business
environments are also considered turbulent. Thus, digital business ecosys-
tems in emerging countries tend to differ significantly from those in deve-
loped contexts. Future studies may address this phenomenon from various
perspectives.

First, it would be relevant to understand the antecedents to digital eco-
systems’ development in such contexts. Because of the digital era, markets
are much more connected, and participants are involved in several rapidly
changing networks (Hanelt et al., 2021). Future studies should also investi-
gate how the actors in a particular ecosystem interact and the specific role of
relevant actors (e.g., government). A qualitative approach may be better
suited to address these issues. For example, case studies focus on “under-
standing the dynamics present within single settings” (Eisenhardt, 1989,
p. 534), and their application can enable a deeper understanding of how
the development of these digital environments and their interactions has
taken place.
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Second, the contextual constraints to the emergence of a digital envi-
ronment, such as resource (knowledge, data, finance, and infrastructure)
scarcity (Boojihawon & Ngoasong, 2018), regulations, and cultural aspects
must be thoroughly investigated so that research can further develop existing
theories or create new theories that better explain the specificities of these
regions and the implications to business management.

Finally, to further understand digitalization as a phenomenon, it is criti-
cal to investigate how new business models emerge in a given context and
across fields and ecosystems (Hanelt et al., 2021). In emerging countries,
this problem may be developed in-depth to provide insights into the contex-
tual aspects implicated in the development of innovative solutions. Under-
standing how local firms create specific value propositions to answer context-
specific demands and whether multinational corporations (from emerging
and developed countries’ multinational subsidiaries) transfer the innova-
tions to developed countries emerge as two relevant topics.

Skills, leadership, and education

One of the main constraints to the digitalization process is the lack of
skilled workforce in emerging markets (Teberga & Oliva, 2018), in which
digital literacy is limited (Chetty et al., 2018). Managers are a crucial com-
ponent of organizational change, innovation, and, thus, firms’ digital strate-
gies. They must have a set of competencies that can initiate the organization’s
digitalization process (Francisco et al., 2017; Hanelt et al., 2021). Managers’
capabilities are closely related to their skills, cognition, and experience,
which, in turn, can influence organizational change and decision-making
(Helfat & Martin, 2015). From this future perspective, studies can be deve-
loped in several disciplines and at various levels. A multilevel approach can
address the influence of a manager’s lack of skills (e.g., technical, managerial,
and digital skills) on business performance or digital ecosystem develop-
ment. Microlevel research can delve into the analysis of managers’ specific
characteristics according to the country or region and the influence of these
differences or similarities on the success of digital strategy development
and implementation. To capture these nuances, scholars would benefit from
the adoption of comparative methods, such as the qualitative comparative
analysis (QCA), in investigations comparing firms and managers in emerging
and developed countries.
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Data access

Data access and data analysis are critical elements in the digital era.
Digitalization is highly dependent on technologies such as social, mobile,
analytics, cloud computing, and the internet of things (Sebastian et al., 2017),
which provide several gigabytes of information to guide decision-making in
organizations (Rashid & Ratten, 2020). Studies have assessed the impor-
tance of data usage to firms (Weichert, 2017) and its properties (Yoo et al.,
2010), mostly in the context of developed countries, where data availability
is not usually an issue. Conversely, in emerging countries, access to data is
a major constraint to business digitalization (Ansong & Boateng, 2019;
Asogwa, 2012; Jin et al., 2020; Rashid & Ratten, 2020). To the extent of our
review, there is a significant gap in understanding the implication of data
accessibility in emerging countries. Data access is an issue, as well as the
resources needed to analyze and store the data. Thus, future studies that
seek further research on how firms from emerging countries are circum-
venting these issues are of particular interest. In these cases, longitudinal
studies can explore the relationships between access to data and business
digitalization in emerging countries. Similarly, other problems related to
data are also relevant, such as cyberwar and data security, mainly due to the
lack of law enforcement or even nonexistence of such laws in these countries.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we examined the phenomenon of digitalization in emerging
countries. Despite the growing attention that digitalization has received in
the last years in developed countries, it remains understudied in other con-
texts and regions. This paper addresses this gap by examining the research
on digitalization, specifically in the context of emerging countries, while
proposing an agenda to advance the research on this topic. We found that
digitalization positively influences businesses of all sorts, facilitating decision-
making processes, strengthening the connection with customers and stake-
holders, enhancing products and services, and improving value creation.
Specifically, regarding SMEs, digitalization fosters innovation while facili-
tating internationalization. As for the challenges in the emerging market, we
identified many factors, such as low regulation and a lack of skilled work-
force and resources to work on data function, as barriers to digitalization. Our
analysis also highlighted that firms are learning to innovate, building their
strategies with a strong reliance on data to overcome these difficulties.
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Based on our analysis, our agenda focuses on three main avenues for future
investigation: 1. innovation, ecosystem, and collaboration; 2. skills, leader-
ship, and education; and 3. data access. The main limitation of this study is
the fact that our search only comprised Web of Science and Scopus data-
bases, which might leave out many papers and potential insights for the
analysis of digitalization in emerging countries.
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