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	PART  1: Comments


	
	Reviewer’s comment
Artificial Intelligence (AI) generated or assisted review comments are strictly prohibited during peer review.

	Author’s Feedback (Please correct the manuscript and highlight that part in the manuscript. It is mandatory that authors should write his/her feedback here)

	Please write a few sentences regarding the importance of this manuscript for the scientific community. A minimum of 3-4 sentences may be required for this part.

	This manuscript holds significant importance for the scientific community. It addresses a critical gap by developing and validating a context-specific digital transformation model for the South African public sector, moving beyond generic, Western-centric models. The study provides rich, empirical qualitative data from high-level executives, offering ground-up insights into the real-world challenges of digital transformation in a developing nation context. Furthermore, its findings on the constraining role of regulatory frameworks like the PFMA and the socio-cultural dimensions of leadership offer valuable lessons for other countries facing similar obstacles.
	

	Is the title of the article suitable?
(If not please suggest an alternative title)
	Yes, the title is suitable and accurate. It clearly reflects the core objective and scope of the research: validating a conceptual model for digital transformation within the specified context.
	

	Is the abstract of the article comprehensive? Do you suggest the addition (or deletion) of some points in this section? Please write your suggestions here.

	The abstract is comprehensive but could be slightly strengthened. It would be beneficial to explicitly mention the ten key dimensions of the conceptual model that were validated (e.g., strategy, leadership, culture, etc.) to give readers a clearer immediate understanding of the model's components. The practical recommendations for policymakers could also be hinted at more directly.
	

	Is the manuscript scientifically, correct? Please write here. 
	Yes, the manuscript is scientifically robust. It employs a recognized qualitative methodology (thematic analysis) following the established Braun and Clarke (2006) framework. The research design, data collection from a relevant and diverse sample of 18 executives, and the systematic process of coding and theme development are clearly described and appropriate for the research objectives.
	

	Are the references sufficient and recent? If you have suggestions of additional references, please mention them in the review form.
	The references are generally sufficient and include a mix of foundational and recent works. However, considering the study's context, it could benefit from referencing more recent (2023-2024) African-specific literature on digital governance or public sector innovation. Furthermore, to address the identified gap concerning cybersecurity, including a reference to a framework or study on cybersecurity in public sector digital transformation would be highly recommended.
	

	
Is the language/English quality of the article suitable for scholarly communications?

	
Yes, the language quality is generally good and suitable for scholarly communication. There are minor grammatical quirks and occasional awkward phrasings, but they do not hinder comprehension. A thorough proofreading would further polish the manuscript.
	

	Optional/General comments

	
While the study is valuable, the following points require clarification and further development to strengthen the manuscript:
1. Justification for Demographic Data Collection: The inclusion of participants' race in the demographic data table (Table 1) is a potentially sensitive issue. The authors must provide a clear and explicit methodological justification in the manuscript for collecting this data. Without a stated reason (e.g., to analyze potential diversity in perspectives or to examine if historical disparities influence digital adoption), its inclusion can be perceived as irrelevant or even contentious, potentially evoking painful historical divisions rather than focusing on the core research objectives.
2. Pilot Study Elaboration: The manuscript mentions that the interview questions were piloted with two executives. To enhance methodological rigor, please provide a brief description of the outcomes of this pilot study. What specific improvements were made to the question set, clarity, or structure based on the pilot feedback? This transparency will strengthen the validity of the research instrument.
3. In-depth Analysis of Cybersecurity: The theme of cybersecurity is listed as a sub-theme under "Strategy." However, given its critical importance in digital transformation, especially concerning citizen data protection and trust, its treatment in the analysis seems underdeveloped. The authors should expand on the specific cybersecurity challenges identified by the participants and discuss their implications more thoroughly.
4. Geographic Generalizability: The study's data collection is confined to the Gauteng province, justified by its representativeness of national population traits. However, South Africa has significant socio-economic and infrastructural disparities between provinces (e.g., urban vs. rural). The authors should explicitly discuss the limitations this imposes on the generalizability of their findings to the entire South African public sector, especially regarding technology access and digital literacy.
5. Clarification on the "Role of Demographics": The emerging theme on the "Role of demographics" is interesting but insufficiently explored. The authors should clarify why they chose to analyze the impact of age and gender but did not find it relevant to explore the influence of other demographic factors mentioned in Table 1, such as education level or tenure, on perceptions of digital transformation, as these could be significant factors.
6. The authors have thoroughly analyzed the emerging themes from their data. It is noted that 'religion' did not emerge as a theme. However, considering the profound influence of socio-cultural norms (which can be shaped by religious beliefs) on technology adoption, especially at the community level, a brief discussion in the 'Limitations and Future Research' section would be valuable. The authors could suggest that future research, focusing on citizen perspectives or specific regional contexts, should investigate how broader socio-cultural and religious norms interact with the identified dimensions of the digital transformation model.
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