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Dissertation Proposal
[bookmark: _Toc212671423]Proposed Topic
Digital Transformation Strategies in Traditional Industries: A review of Qualitative Case Studies Published on the Automotive Sector between 2018-2025.
[bookmark: _Toc212671424]Introduction 
The automotive sector, which is a significant part of the traditional manufacturing, is threatened by digital transformation (DT) like never before. The technologies like AI, IoT, electrification, and connected mobility alter the value chains, business models, and competitive dynamics (Llopis-Albert, Rubio, and Valero, 2021).  Whereas big original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) invest a lot in digital strategies, small and medium businesses (SMEs) and peripheral locations (less developed areas/countries) are lagging behind so much that they might not be included in global innovation ecosystems. Although the literature on DT drivers has increased, there are still significant gaps in the comprehension of the issues related to the implementation, disparities in different regions, and the impact of data access models on the formation of competition. As such this study seeks to review the strategies of digital transformation in the automotive industry by performing a qualitative analysis of the available case studies that were published between 2018 and 2025.  The purpose of the research will be to determine the prevalent strategies, analyze obstacles in SMEs and peripheral areas, and determine the role of the availability of data and innovation ecosystems in competition. The study will make a practical suggestion to inform inclusive and sustainable DT using thematic analysis of secondary data. 
[bookmark: _Toc212671425]Literature Review
A growing number of traditional industries, meaning sectors that are mature with established manufacturing processes, physical value chains, and slow innovation (e.g., automotive, heavy machinery) have become exposed to the forces of digital transformation (DT). A case in point is the automotive industry, which has followed a set of assembly-line models since the late 19th century but is increasingly incorporating disruptive technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), Internet of things (IoT), and electrification (Lopez-Vega and Moodysson, 2023; Llopis-Albert, Rubio, and Valero, 2021). This literature review seeks to synthesize peer-reviewed academic and industrial literature on DT strategies in such situations, in the context of the automotive industry focusing on studies published between 2018-2025 to identify gaps in research and their implications to inform the study.
[bookmark: _Toc212671426]Key Themes in the Literature
[bookmark: _Toc212671427]Technological Drivers of Digital Transformation
Several studies reveal that connectivity, autonomous driving, electrification, and digitalization are the key drivers that are reshaping the automotive industry’s strategies (Koelmel, Brysch, and Bulander, 2025; Lopez-Vega and Moodysson, 2023; Gorg sua et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2025). To start with, Zhang et al. (2025) notes that connectivity enables vehicle-to-everything (V2X) communication, while autonomous systems rely on AI and sensors for perception and decision making. Besides, Lopez-Vega, and Moodysson, 2023 indicates that electrification shifts focus to battery management and sustainable powertrains, which are then often integrated with digital tools such as predictive analytics.  According to Koelmel, Brysch, and Bulander, (2025) digitalization in the encompasses Industry 4.0 technologies like big data, cloud computing, IoT and cyber-physical systems that facilitate smart manufacturing and mobility-as-a-service (MaaS). Also, a systematic review of 455 patents filed between 1970 and 2019, reveal 26 digital technology topics clustered into driving assistance, positioning and routing, and data and connectivity, which highlight the interdependencies among various technologies (Lopez-Vega, and Moodysson, 2023).
It is noteworthy that, the assessments are divided on the character of DT, for example, Lie and Tingvall (2024) present it as rather incremental, as a way to complement legacy processes in the traditional industry, whereas Muzahid et al. (2023) present the opposite, using AI as a disruptive technology in a multi-sector implementation, such as cooperative collision avoidance. This split is indicative of deeper division of thought, in that incrementalism is the predominant model of intra-industry analysis for example, speed controls are evolutionary, whereas radicalism is the dominant model of cross-sector integration for example, AI and non-automotive heuristics, which is accelerated by new entrants such as Tesla and Google (Lopez-Vega and Moodysson, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc212671428]Strategic Approaches and Execution
Various literature is focused on the integration of the value chain mostly in relation to sourcing, which is transformed to value-based models through ERP (enterprise resource planning), MES (manufacturing execution system), and just-in-time efficiencies in the electrification process (Xi and Zhao, 2023; Lad, 2025). The examples of OEMs, such as Volkswagen (VW) and General Motors (GM), demonstrate contrasts as VW is seen to take the centralized and resource-based approach to global component efficiency, whereas GM is focused on more on software platforms of connected cars, focusing on political-economic aspects (Xi and Zhao, 2023). Conversely, NEV (new energy vehicles) companies, as Li Auto, take it a step further, and use agile AI-assisted R&D to personalize their products, which offer better product performance than the hybrid incremental methods of traditional OEMs (Chen, 2025). In areas as such Europe, there are strategies that blend lean production and the digital transformation involving cobots and automated guided vehicles (AGVs) to increase productivity, although implementation is regional. For example, in Germany the emphasis is on R&D and in Spain and Central and Eastern Europe (peripherals) the emphasis is on assembly upgrades as indicated in the studies by Men et al., (2023) and  Xi and Zhao, (2023).
Besides, data access models are crucial and there is a preference of proprietary extended vehicle (ExVe) systems by OEMs which reduces independent aftermarket (IAM) access and leads to declining revenues (Hoegaerts, and Schoenenberger, 2019). On the other end, open solutions such as Open Bending Drive (OBD) or services such as Caruso encourage interoperability, but are opposed by OEMs (Hoegaerts, and Schoenenberger, 2019). Though both drive to the same point on efficiency improvements, research is split on the feasibility of its execution i.e., centralized solutions (VW) are good in large scale, but suffocating on peripherals, and decentralized pilots are good in innovation but have problems with autonomy.
[bookmark: _Toc212671429]Impacts and Challenges
It is also proven that digital transformation enhances efficiency, safety, and sustainability despite having challenges such as work intensification, polarization of skills, and vulnerabilities of the supply chain (Winkelhake, 2019). Employment priorities are also shifting in the sense that more focus is placed on skilled jobs like IT experts, and manual jobs are being deskilled and the pay gap continues to exist (Hoegaerts, and Schönenberger, 2019). Also, SMEs and peripherals lag behind due to financing, redundant systems, conservative management even as they risk exclusion from the global value chain. Digital transformation has also had economic impacts which include a shift in revenue pools to OEMs and digital players with consumers facing higher costs. On the other hand, some challenges include cybersecurity risks, data monopolies, and integration of AI in design and production (Winkelhake, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc212671430]Illustrative Case Studies
1. [bookmark: _Hlk212033500]VW Group (Germany/CEE/Spain/Italy): In this study it is established that incremental digital transformation with cyber-physical system (CPS) and automated guided vehicles (AGVs) centralizes components but delegates pilots to peripherals. However, challenges including limited autonomy and training still persist (Xi, and Zhao, 2023).
2. General Motors (GM) vs. Volkswagen (VW): According to this study GM emphasizes political and economic factors for digital transformation while VW leverages its resource and technological power. Despite this, both still face market and organizational challenges that need to be addressed (Xi, and Zhao, 2023).
3. Li Auto (China New energy vehicles (NEV)): In this study it is established that agile digital transformation combined with artificial intelligence for R&D yield significant positive impacts on product performance (Chen, 2025).
4. Daimler/BMW Data Access: In this study, it was found that ExVe’s tend to restrict independence aftermarket (IAM) which leads to potential tariffs and delays. However, alternatives such as Otonomo reliable enable monetization (Hoegaerts, and Schönenberger, 2019). 
5. Hungarian SME’s: In this study, it is reported that while there is partial adoption of MES/CPS, which has led to growth entrepreneurs, there have been scaling barriers (Endrődi-Kovács, and Stukovszky, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc212671431]Identified Research Gaps
It is evident that there is a robust coverage of digitalization in the traditional industries and the automotive industry in specific. However, there are several gaps that still emerge including; 
a. [bookmark: _Hlk212030970]First, there is limited exploration of how multi-industry and cross-sector knowledge combinations result in digital technology adoption in the industry as majority of the study focus on intra-automotive parts while overlooking important factors like inventor traits and heuristics (Lopez-Vega, and Moodysson, 2023; Perri, Silvestri, and Zirpoli, 2025; Koelmel, Brysch, and Bulander, 2025).
b. [bookmark: _Hlk212034748]Second, there is inadequate longitudinal data on employment and net impact of digital technology adoption on various skills and across regions. Specifically, the peripherals such as Spain and SMEs are underrepresented besides the existing gaps in exploring post-Covid electromobility upgrading and restricting mechanisms (Braidy, Pokharel, and ElMekkawy, 2025; Winkelhake, 2019).
c. Third, there inadequate focus on exploring the roles of incubators in SME digital transformation which implies that there is a need for broader computational methods to validate various frameworks across industries and address existing challenges (Lopez-Vega, and Moodysson, 2023; Braidy, Pokharel, and ElMekkawy, 2025; Koelmel, Brysch, and Bulander, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc212671432]Need for the Study
The identified gaps indicate a need for a qualitative case-based study to provide in-depth insights into digital transformation strategies’ implementation and outcomes in recent contexts, specifically between 2018 and 2025. Thus, the proposed study addresses these gaps by exploring and analyzing various case studies, industry reports, journals, and peer-reviewed publications from the automotive sector published between 2018 and 2025, focusing on the digital transformation strategies in the traditional automotive industry. From the literature review, it is evident that focus is on drivers and the macro impacts of digital transformation in the automotive industry, however, there is inadequate emphasis on regional and SME challenges and longitudinal effects of the same. As such, this study will fill this gap by analyzing and synthesizing recent reports and findings to inform understanding of the on-going disruptions in the sector like AI integration and electrification and potentially impact management practices. The study is justified as it highlights the significance of the automotive sector which accounts for over 7% of Europe’s GDP (Cornet et al., 2023) and when the identified gaps are not addressed, it may result to innovation stagnation among other effects. Most importantly, by focusing on sources published between 2018 and 2025, the study captures post-pandemic shifts in the industry which ensures that it provides timely insights for organizations (Lopez-Vega, and Moodysson, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc212671433]Research Objectives
1. To identify and analyze key digital transformation strategies in the automotive sector by analyzing published in case studies, journals and reports from 2018-2025, and assessing their alignment with technological drivers such as AI, IoT and electrification.  
2. To examine the challenges and opportunities to upgrade in peripheral regions and SMEs and their impact on employment, value chains and upgrade mechanisms that are relevant to the post-pandemic context.
3. To determine the implications of data access models and innovation ecosystems in shaping the competition of the auto industry.
[bookmark: _Toc212671434]Methodology
The proposed study applies qualitative research approach based on secondary data since it is the most appropriate given the objectives of the research. The subject area, the investigation of digital transformation strategies in the automotive industry case studies in the period 2018-2025, aims to study a complex, situation-specific phenomenon like the strategic decision-making process, location-specific differences, and ecosystem processes. Qualitative designs are best applied in interpretation because it considers meanings, patterns and contradictions as real-world instances as opposed to quantitative designs which consider the generalization of statistics (Sardana et al., 2023).
The data will be collected through purposive sampling of 20-25 publicly available qualitative case studies, industry reports, peer-reviewed articles, and whitepapers of reputable sources published between 2018-2025. Some of these can be found in academic databases such as ScienceDirect and Google Scholar and institutional repositories, which means that they are realistically accessed without the collection of primary data. Thematic analysis will be the method of data analysis, which will involve repetitive coding in order to determine recurring themes such as AI adoption pathways, SME barriers, data access conflicts. This method is suitable because it allows one to synthesize different cases to fill the gaps of the regional, SME, and ecosystem perspectives and also eliminated ethical concerns like consent and confidentiality (Braun, and Clarke, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc212671435]Expected Findings
The purpose of the study is to review the case studies on digital transformation (DT) strategies in the automotive industry with the assistance of a qualitative review of the studies published in 2018-2025. Relying on the literature and the research gaps identified, it is expected that the study will discover that DT strategies are mainly incremental and OEM-driven, aiming at adding AI, IoT, and electrification to the value chains, as opposed to radical disruption. Nonetheless, fresh entries and NEV companies (e.g., Li Auto) will be more maneuverable and ecosystem-based models, which are in contrast to the centralized ways of classic automakers.
Besides, it will be established that in peripheral areas and SMEs, adoption gaps are likely to continue to be persistent, with fewer resources to implement Industry 4.0 tools, older systems, and lack of innovation ecosystems being the most likely to emerge despite policy assistance. The effect of employment will be that there will be polarization of skills, as high-skill digital jobs will grow with more jobs, whereas assembly functions will undergo deskilling and wage stagnation.
On data access and competition, it will be noted that proprietary models (e.g., ExVe) prevail and consolidate OEM market power and shut out independent aftermarket competitors, but open platforms will become underused alternatives. They are likely to give rise to a basic model connecting data access, inclusivity, and sustainability outcomes within the ecosystem.
The results will provide practical recommendations that can be used by SMEs to take advantage of regional clusters and open data, and policy scores that foster a level-playing field and inclusive innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc212671436]Limitations
The selected research is based on secondary sources that were published in 2018-2025, which might presuppose publication bias in favor of successful cases, and negatively represent failures or SME hardships. I have only access to the publicly available sources, which might not contain the internal industry knowledge. The qualitative research method limits the aspect of generalization providing richness but not statistical affirmation. Besides, the course time schedule might restrict the cases to be studied which will lessen the coverage of regions. Lastly, some of the findings would be less relevant due to the rapid development of DT after 2025.  As such, triangulation and selection of sources will be used to reduce these limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc212671437]Timeframe 
	


[bookmark: _Toc212671438]Conclusion
The paper explores methods of digital transformation in the automotive sector through qualitative review of the case studies and reports published between 2018 and 2025, which discuss the main gaps in regional implementation, role of SMEs, and model of data access.  In so doing, the study will identify effective strategies and solve challenges with the help of fresh industry and academic expertise and propose an ideal model of inclusive and sustainable DT. The study is viable and rigorous in terms of MBA through qualitative methodology based on the existing secondary data and thematic analysis. The predicted outcomes will give viable suggestions to automotive manufacturers, suppliers and policy makers to address issues around technological discontinuity, gain competitiveness and easy smooth transition into modern operations. 
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