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How to Break the Inertia Constraints in Digital Transformation:

A Dual Case Study based on a Traditional Retail Enterprise
BAI Jing-kun, WANG Kun,SHAN Yu
(School of Business Administration , Dongbei University of Finance and Economics, Dalian , Liaoning, 116025, China)

Abstract: China’s economic growth model is shifting from investment-driven to consumption-driven, and consumption has
become the main engine of economic growth.As a key link between production and consumption, the efficiency and quality
of traditional retailing directly affects the consumption experience and consumption potential. Against this backdrop,
China’s traditional retail enterprises have actively responded to national calls to promote digital transformation for
enhanced competitiveness, yet the outcomes have fallen short of expectations. McKinsey research indicates an over-80%
failure rate for corporate digital transformations, while Accenture reports that only 2% of Chinese enterprises have
successfully reinvented their organizations through digitalization. Scholarly studies reveal that only a minority of digital
transformation initiatives evolve into sustainable business models, with most innovations fading as weakly institutionalized
practices dissolve. Amid rapidly evolving consumer behavior and accelerating technological advancements, achieving
successful digital transformation in traditional retail remains a pressing issue for both academia and industry.

Based on the theories of organizational inertia and organizational change, this paper selects two traditional retail
enterprises, Shanxi Meet all and Fujian Yong Hui Group, which are in different digital development level regions, and
systematically examines the inert breakthrough mechanism of digital transformation based on the logic of double-case
comparative analysis.The study shows that: (1) Digital transformation inertia manifests as strategic , structural , and action
inertia, corresponding to cognitive cocooning, resource embeddedness, and implementation disconnects. These factors
induce cognitive-structural-behavioral misalignment, causing systematic deviations between strategic intent and execution.
(2) To overcome digital transformation inertia, the two enterprises construct a cross-level mechanism of “Trial and Error
Learning-Institutional Reshaping-Resocialization” : trial and error learning breaks the strategic cognitive cocoon and
reconstructs the digital vision; institutional reshaping dismantles resource embeddedness and builds a digital-adaptive
organizational structure ; resocialization reshapes members’ digital-native behavior paradigms.(3)Influenced by geography,
consumer groups, and resource concentration, enterprises choose distinct transformation paths: Meet all adopts “strategic
experimentation- internal incubation-organizational fission-legitimacy diffusion-performance incentives- collective decision-
making,” while Yong Hui follows “strategic alliance-introduction of external brains-organizational integration-supply chain
synergy-performance incentives-digital capability enhancement.”

This study makes three significant contributions: First, it identifies the unique characteristics and root causes of
digital transformation inertia in traditional retail enterprises, enriching the literature on why digital transformations fail at
such high rates from an inertia perspective.Second, it develops a cross-level process model that provides both a novel
theoretical lens and methodological framework for studying enterprise digital transformation. Third, by systematically
examining strategic, structural, and action levels, it offers a comprehensive approach for traditional retailers to overcome
inertia constraints. These findings provide valuable insights for enterprises seeking to successfully navigate digital
transformation by addressing organizational inertia.
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