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Abstract

Purpose: In today’s dynamic business environment, the accelerating pace of technological advancements and the increasing trend toward
digitalization have led to a significant rise in consumers’ use of digital media. Consequently, many companies have adopted digital marketing
strategies to more effectively reach their target markets. These transformations have not only reshaped the competitive structure of the market
but have also introduced new challenges regarding the competencies required by professionals in the online business domain. Without
nurturing and deploying qualified managers and human resources within this turbulent environment, the effective management of such
organizations becomes impossible. Given the importance and sensitivity of this issue, the present study aims to design and validate a
competency model for search engine optimization (SEO) specialists within the digital marketing ecosystem of online B2C businesses.

Methodology: To achieve the research objective, a mixed-methods approach was employed. First, a qualitative method based on Grounded
Theory (Strauss and Corbin’s systematic approach) was used to identify the competencies of SEO specialists. Data were collected through
semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted with 14 SEO experts in B2C businesses, selected via purposive sampling. After reaching
theoretical saturation, the interviews and qualitative data were analyzed through three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.
In the quantitative phase, a questionnaire derived from the paradigmatic model was developed and distributed among 410 SEO specialists
active in B2C businesses. The model was then validated using structural equation modeling.

Findings: The qualitative findings were categorized into 276 open codes, 195 concepts, 43 subcategories, and 17 main categories across six
dimensions: causal conditions (ecosystem competition, environmental requirements, technological requirements), contextual conditions
(organizational conditions, individual conditions), the core category (technical competencies, interpersonal competencies, managerial
competencies, personal competencies, cognitive competencies), strategies (training and development, work policies), intervening conditions
(external factors, organizational factors, individual factors), and consequences (business-related outcomes, individual outcomes). In the
quantitative phase, in addition to confirming the overall validity of the model, the influence of causal conditions on the core category and the
impact of the core category on strategies were verified. Furthermore, the effects of intervening and contextual conditions on strategies were
confirmed, as well as the positive impact of strategies on outcomes.

Conclusion: Based on the results, the paradigmatic model of SEO specialists’ competencies—grounded in the research context and derived
from Strauss and Corbin’s systematic methodology—was identified and formulated. Within this model, the relationships among components
are articulated through conceptual linkages that reflect the precedence and sequence of interactions among key elements. According to the
findings, causal conditions lead to the emergence and development of the core category as a response to environmental and technological
changes in online businesses. Competency development strategies, which reflect purposeful behaviors, actions, and interactions rooted in the
core category and shaped by contextual and intervening conditions, are presented as strategic components of the model. Contextual factors
correspond to conditions governing the B2C online business environment, which, along with intervening conditions, influence strategic
actions. Ultimately, the adoption of these strategies results in business-related and individual outcomes.
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