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Objective: This article aims to identify the key competitive factors in industrial
enterprises involved in the production and supply of chemical products in the
northwest region of the country using the thematic analysis method.
Methodology: The research method is qualitative and exploratory. Data were
collected using thematic analysis and through purposeful and in-depth interviews
with 20 experts and specialists in the fields of market management and
competition. Initial coding and the definition of sub-themes and main themes
facilitated the identification of factors affecting the competitiveness of active
industrial enterprises.

Findings: Data extracted from in-depth interviews were analyzed using thematic
analysis in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the
initial coding stage, 82 keywords were identified. During the second stage, 56
concepts were extracted, and in the third stage, the analysis resulted in the
extraction of 30 basic codes, 10 sub-themes, and 4 main themes.

Conclusion: The results of the study indicate that the key competitive factors in
industrial enterprises engaged in the production and supply of chemical products
in the northwest region include: environmental factors (micro and national levels),
internal organizational factors (market-oriented perspective, knowledge-oriented
perspective, and resource-based perspective), factors creating perceived value
(perceived value of competitors and the market towards the enterprise, perceived
value of customers towards the enterprise), and competitiveness components
(internal performance of the enterprise, enterprise performance regarding
customers, enterprise performance in the market).

Keywords: Active industrial enterprises, thematic analysis method, key competitive
factors, chemical products.
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1 Introduction

ompetition and competitiveness in the complex

contemporary business environment are considered
an economic driving force for various societies (Asikin et al.,
2024; Meier et al., 2025). Consequently, competitiveness
has been a focal point for policymakers at different levels,
including national, industrial, and corporate levels across the
world (Wongsansukcharoen & Thaweepaiboonwong, 2023;
& Pushak, 2023). In fact,
competitiveness is regarded as a means to achieve desirable

Zaverbnyj industrial
economic growth and sustainable development (Olazo,
2023; Pooramini & Ebrahimpour, 2023). Industrial
competitiveness promotes economic advancement through
enhanced global trade and the development of
diversification strategies (Li, 2023).

Given that one of the main characteristics of successful
industries is their competitive strength, and conversely, a
prominent feature of unsuccessful enterprises is the lack of
such strength, identifying the roots and factors influencing
the competitiveness of companies and determining their
interrelations can provide effective solutions for enhancing
competitiveness (Vlados & Chatzinikolaou, 2019).

Scott defines competitiveness as the ability to increase
revenues at a rate comparable to competitors while
generating the necessary capital to face future challenges
(Scott, 2017).

According to Martz, competitiveness equates to the
economic strength of a unit compared to its rivals in a market
where goods, services, skills, and ideas are easily exchanged
beyond geographical borders. At the firm level,
competitiveness can be defined as the ability of an enterprise
to design, produce, and market products and sell them more
effectively than its competitors (Murths, 2016).

De Kruz and Rugman define firm-level competitiveness
as the ability of a company to design, produce, or offer
products that have a lower price or higher quality compared
to competitors' products, considering equivalent costs
(D'Cruz & Rugman, 2017).

Buckley believes that competitiveness includes
efficiency (achieving goals at minimal cost) and capability
(having the right objectives), emphasizing the importance of
choosing appropriate goals. Competitiveness encompasses
both the objectives and the means to achieve them (Buckley
& Prescott, 2014).

Feurer and Chaharbaghi, taking a holistic perspective,
consider competitiveness a relative rather than an absolute

issue. They define it as being dependent on customer and
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shareholder values, financial strength determining the
capacity to act and react in competitive environments, and
the potential of individuals and technology to implement
necessary strategic changes. Competitiveness becomes
sustainable when there is an appropriate balance among
these factors (Feurer & Chaharbaghi, 2013).

Booth and Philip categorize factors influencing firm-level
competitiveness into two groups within the framework of
technology-based and competency-based approaches.
Information technology enhances efficiency and creates
strategic advantages, rooted in the emergence of powerful,
affordable computers and communication networks. The
competency-based approach, derived from marketing
disciplines, is dynamic and multidimensional. It emphasizes
identifying and consolidating unique internal and external
company skills and competencies. While the technology-
based approach considers technology as the foundation of
competitiveness, the competency-based approach focuses on
the learning organization and emphasizes sustainability
through benchmarking, as well as effective prediction and
responsiveness to changes (Booth & Philip, 2013).

Smith, from a global perspective, views organizational
competitiveness as differing in performance and work
methods. He identifies shared characteristics of world-class
companies that enhance their competitiveness. According to
Smith, the key to success for world-class companies is their
ability to integrate activities to impact three areas: market,
operations, and culture. Sustainable competitiveness is
achieved through holistic management of these three areas
(Smith, 2015).

Dimitr asserts that having a production strategy enhances
firm-level competitiveness (e.g., sales returns and inventory
turnover). While a production strategy positively impacts
sales returns, it shows no relation to inventory turnover.
Regarding whether a connection exists between production
competency and business competitiveness, most
respondents affirm this. In a study by Schroeder et al., 80%
of production managers responded positively to this question
(Demeter, 2016).

Although Iran possesses abundant resources and raw
materials in the form of rock salt across various regions, the
country has shown less interest in this industry compared to
its neighboring countries. Despite the existence of large
industrial units and numerous small and medium-sized
enterprises in the field of chlorine-derived products, Iran has
not achieved a significant competitive position in the region.
The northwest of Iran is one of the most important and
resource-rich areas for salt mines in the Middle East. Today,
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several large factories and over a hundred small and
medium-sized industrial units operate in this region,
producing and supplying products derived from rock salt.
Considering the proximity of northwest provinces to
countries like Turkey, Iraq, Armenia, and the Republic of
Azerbaijan, this region holds significant export potential in
its industries.

studies
addressing competitiveness across various contexts.
Vashqani Farahani (2019) analyzed Porter's Diamond Model
to understand how nations optimize exports to enhance

The literature review highlights diverse

global competitiveness, emphasizing the model's
comprehensive approach to strategic ~management
(Vashghani Farahani, 2018). Shahiki Tash et al. (2015)
examined competitiveness indices in 168 countries,
emphasizing Iran's potential with a notable market size
ranking of 19 (Shahiki Tash et al., 2014). Salarzehi and
Dezhkam  (2012)
competitiveness in Sistan and Baluchestan's fisheries cluster
using the GEM model and ANP methodology (Salarzehi &
Dezhkam, 2012). Kwilinski (2019) focused on evaluating

industrial

prioritized  factors  influencing

competitiveness  in  information-sensitive
environments, highlighting creativity and innovation as
(Kwilinski, 2019). Vlados and

Chatzinikolaou (2019) explored policy challenges in

central  metrics
fostering sustainable competitiveness through science and
technology (Vlados & Chatzinikolaou, 2019). Von and
Mutahashi (2017) conducted a comparative study of Japan
and the U.S., demonstrating the critical role of effective
R&D management in American organizations (Von &
Mutahashi, 2017). Andrades and Limanche (2017)
examined Russia's tourism sector, identifying infrastructure,
training, quality management, and stability as key
competitiveness factors (Andrades & Dimanche, 2017).
Gonzalez (2017) emphasized the impact of trade changes on
SME competitiveness nationally and internationally
(Gonzalez, 2017). Finally, Luh et al. (2016) analyzed
macroeconomic competitiveness in member countries,
illustrating how China’s trade policies influence industrial
growth, underscoring the importance of innovation-driven
strategies for sustainable competitiveness (Luh et al., 2016).

Understanding the competitive characteristics of the
industry and identifying key competitive factors are the
primary objectives of this research. One of the main reasons
for conducting this study is the lack of appropriate scientific
research on this topic for the studied community until now.
Recognizing the importance of competitiveness, the

researcher aims to address the main research question: What
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are the key factors influencing the competitiveness of
industrial enterprises involved in producing and supplying
chemical products in the northwest region of the country,
using the thematic analysis method? Thus, the primary
objective of this research is to identify key competitive
factors in industrial enterprises involved in producing and
supplying chemical products in northwest Iran, using the
thematic analysis method.

2 Methods and Materials

The research methodology at the qualitative stage was
exploratory and utilized thematic analysis. In this study, the
thematic framework method was employed. Literature and
theoretical foundations were collected using library-based
methods. Additionally, data collection to address the
research question was conducted through fieldwork,
utilizing interviews as the primary data collection tool.

The temporal scope of this study spanned from October
2020 to March 2022. For interviews, 20 specialists in the
fields of market management and competition were selected
using the snowball sampling method. All participants held at
least a master's degree.

The distribution of interviewees by city was as follows:
Ardabil (three participants), Zanjan (four participants),
Tabriz (nine participants), and Urmia (four participants).
From the 14th interview onward, repeated information was
observed, and extracted concepts reached thematic
saturation. However, to ensure reliability, interviews
continued until the 20th participant. To enhance credibility
and reliability, interviewees were asked to review the data,
and their feedback and suggestions were incorporated. For
confirmability, the derived themes were sent back to seven
interview participants for review and approval, and their
corrective feedback was implemented. Additionally, four
full interviews and their corresponding initial coding were
shared with five colleagues in the chemical production field
and three academic faculty members for external validation,
with their approval and corrective suggestions incorporated.

For thematic analysis, the six-step approach proposed by
Braun and Clarke (2006) was followed: familiarization with
data, generating initial codes, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and
preparing the final report.

Ethical considerations were observed throughout the
study. Before initiating the research, the researcher met with
each participant, introduced themselves, explained the
research objectives and interview questions, and obtained

LJMoB

E-ISSN: 3041-8992


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8992

IJIM O B Sonboli & Bafande Zendeh

consent for participation. Initially, participants were asked to
discuss factors influencing competitiveness. In a subsequent
session, they were asked to identify the most critical
categories. Each interview lasted 30 to 45 minutes and was
conducted over two sessions. Sampling was terminated after
the 17th interview, as no new codes were identified in the
final three interviews. All interviews were conducted at the
participants' workplaces with prior coordination.

3 Findings and Results

For data analysis, qualitative thematic analysis and
coding were employed. Data were gathered through
interviews conducted with experts selected via snowball
sampling. The interview data were analyzed using thematic
analysis and coding, following three stages: open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding.

At the first stage of qualitative analysis, interview texts
were read at least six times to ensure familiarity with the
data, and noteworthy points were recorded with their
context, date, and source. In the second stage, an initial
analysis of the texts yielded 195 significant and repetitive

points, which were grouped into meaningful clusters,

Table 1

Coding and Themes Related to Competitiveness
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forming 50 initial codes. In the third stage, themes were
identified by combining and interpreting the initial codes.
The grouped codes constituted a set of main and sub-themes.
From the 50 initial codes, 12 sub-themes were derived. In
the fourth stage, themes were reviewed and refined based on
internal coherence and external divergence. Initial analysis
revealed similarities among some sub-themes. In the fifth
stage, the sub-themes and main themes were named. In the
sixth stage, the themes were connected to the research topic,
and the final report was prepared.

The interview results were summarized into 433 data
points in the form of short sentences and phrases. During the
initial coding stage, 82 keywords were extracted. In the
second coding stage, 56 concepts were identified. In the third
coding stage, 30 basic codes, 10 sub-themes, and 4 main
themes were finalized. Credibility and reliability were
ensured through review by participants, with their corrective
feedback incorporated. For confirmability, themes were
returned to seven interview participants for final review, and

their feedback was applied.

Based on the findings of thematic analysis and

exploratory factor analysis, the final research results are

presented in the following.

Main Theme Sub-Themes Selected Codes Identifier
Environmental Factors Micro Level Competitive environment security and minimal threats Al
Marketing and competitive environment A2
Predictability of trends and consumer preferences A3
Industry newcomers' impact on business outcomes A4
National Level Active information's effect on performance, flexibility, and Bl
adaptability
Economic variables (e.g., income, consumption, savings) B2
Political factors B3
Internal Organizational Factors ~ Resource-Based Perspective Resources allocated to improve services compared to Cl
competitors
Resource allocation for service monitoring C2
Market-Oriented Perspective Alignment of marketing strategies with customer characteristics Dl
Regular comparisons of marketing activities with competitors D2
Assessment of marketing-related quality D3
Interactions among responsible organizational personnel D4
Knowledge-Based Perspective Systematic and ongoing research El
Development of novel systems E2
Factors Creating Perceived Competitor and Market Perceived Participation in decision-making and planning Fl
Value Value
Level of involvement of authorized individuals F2
Stakeholder perceptions about the organization F3
Cost of obtaining information F4
Customer Perceived Value Value provided to customers Gl
Influence of customers on processes G2
Organizational management's attention to customers G3
Value of organizational resources G4
4 JIMOB
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Competitiveness Components Customer Performance Speed of organizational response to changing needs H1
Analysis of current and future customer needs H2

Market Performance Market information on emerging fields Il

Analysis of competitors' strategies 12

Organizational decisions made with commitment 13

Internal Performance Satisfaction with financial performance J1

Employee satisfaction with company performance 12

4 Discussion and Conclusion

The research findings indicated that the key competitive
factors in industrial enterprises engaged in the production
and supply of chemical products in northwest Iran include
environmental factors (micro and national levels), internal
factors

organizational (market-oriented  perspective,

knowledge-oriented  perspective, and resource-based
perspective), factors creating perceived value (perceived
value of competitors and the market towards the enterprise,
perceived value of customers towards the enterprise), and
competitiveness components (internal performance of the
enterprise, enterprise performance regarding customers, and
enterprise performance in the market).

The results of this study do not align with the prior
findings (Ahmedova, 2015; Andrades & Dimanche, 2017;
Asikin et al., 2024; D'Cruz & Rugman, 2017; Demeter,
2016; Gonzalez, 2017; Kwilinski, 2019; Luh et al., 2016;
Meier et al., 2025; Murths, 2016; Phittayanon &
Rungreunganun, 2019; Scott, 2017; Shahiki Tash et al.,
2014; Smith, 2015; Vashghani Farahani, 2018; Vlados &
Chatzinikolaou, 2019; Von & Mutahashi, 2017; Zaverbnyj
& Pushak, 2023).

It is recommended that industrial enterprises involved in
chemical product manufacturing establish systematic and
regular research processes and set up research and
development (R&D) units within the company to assist in
identifying key competitive factors and enhancing their
position in competitive markets.

It is further suggested that companies utilize Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) software for customer
feedback and Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems
to optimize the use of high-quality raw materials and
resources to increase customer satisfaction and boost sales.

Companies are encouraged to adopt modern production
systems, such as flexible manufacturing systems and CNC
machinery, in chemical production. Additionally, efforts to
increase sales and customer satisfaction should include
market analysis, understanding customer needs, and
improving product quality.

For greater customer satisfaction and sales growth,
companies should focus on enhancing product quality,
setting optimal prices, and ensuring timely delivery to
customers.

Future research could explore key competitive factors in
the production and supply of chemical products using
advanced methodologies, such as neural networks and
dynamic systems, to enhance analytical precision.
Researchers  might also  design  comprehensive
competitiveness models for Iran's chemical industries,
examine the role of government policies in shaping
competitiveness, and identify critical factors influencing
industrial cluster competitiveness using techniques like
network analysis and DEMATEL. Additionally, multi-
criteria decision-making methods could be employed to rank
the competitiveness of economic enterprises in this sector.
Emphasis on SME competitiveness, financing, and cluster-
based development approaches can provide valuable
insights into sustainable growth strategies.

This research faced several limitations, including
challenges associated with interviews as the primary data
collection method, which can introduce issues such as biased
responses and inaccuracies. Some participants were
uncooperative or unwilling to provide comprehensive
answers to interview questions. Furthermore, limited
awareness among interviewees about the research topic
posed constraints on the quality and depth of the responses,
potentially impacting the robustness of the findings.
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