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A Study on Transformation Path of Digitalization of the Traditional Manufacturing Firm:

A Three-Stage Evolutionary Model Based on Structure-Agency Perspective

Wu Changqi Zhang Kunxian Chen Xiaorong
(School of Management, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, P.R.China;
Guanghua School of Management, Peking University, Beijing 100871, P.R.China;
School of Sociology, Beijing Normal University, Beijing 100875, P.R.China)

Abstract; Digitalization brings convenience to people’s life and changes the business landscape. How-
ever, the scope of structural change that digitalization brings about covers much broader business
practices than what the current business literature carries. For example, the question that how firms
in traditional industry initiate the process of digital transformation has received little attention. In
this study, we introduce a framework of the debate between structure and agency in organization
theory to address the question of process of digital transformation of traditional firms in a digital e-
conomy. By integrating the perspective of strategic change, we analyze the ambivalence of regulative
of structure and initiative of agency and explain the drivers of organizational change and potential ob-
stacles. Based on this view, we further separate the digitalization process into three stages, that is,
experimentation stage, extension stage, and integration stage; in each stage, the focus, drivers, el-
ements, properties, mechanisms, goals, obstacles and cores are different from others. By character-
izing these differences in a three stage E-E-I model, our research highlights the dimensionality of
structure and agency of organizational change in the process of digital transformation. Due to the u-
niqueness and interdependence among those three stages, digital transformation becomes continuous
and processual. This theoretical model constitutes a guide for us to analyze the digital transformation
of business groups, like Haier Group, which is an emerging market firm implementing digitalization
on global scale, to provide empirical evidences to support the theoretical model. This study contrib-
utes to the existing literature by depicting the setting where one entity goes through the three stages
and how this transformation is carried out. This study bears a number of implications for firms in
traditional industries to foresee what will lie ahead before embarking on the journey of digital trans-
formation. First, digital transformation is a gradual but staged process, and different stages demand
different resources and focuses. Second, the switch between the stages should be carefully managed
and key features of each stage should be noticed. Third, the strategic change of the organizational
structure is intertwined with agencies of transformation.

Keywords: Traditional manufacturing firms; Digital transformation; Debate on structure and

agency; Three-stage model
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