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Objectives: This research aimed to design and validate an integrated model
for soft skills development, integrating technology-driven empowerment
with cognitive ergonomics principles.

Methods: This study employed a mixed-methods approach with a sequential
exploratory design. In the qualitative phase, in-depth interviews were
conducted with 18 academic experts and senior bank managers selected
through purposive sampling, and the data were analyzed using thematic
analysis. In the quantitative phase, which employed a descriptive-survey
design, the conceptual model derived from the qualitative phase was tested
using a researcher-developed questionnaire on a sample of 395 employees
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from the headquarters and branches of Bank Refah Kargaran. Data analysis
and model evaluation were performed using Structural Equation Modeling
(SEM) in AMOS (version 26).

Results: The qualitative analysis led to the identification of four main themes
and twenty-eight sub-themes, forming the model's dimensions:
technology-based empowerment, cognitive ergonomics considerations,
contextual and organizational factors, and integrated soft skills
development. The quantitative results indicated a good model fit, with all
three predictors exerting positive and significant effects on soft skills
development. Among them, contextual and organizational factors had the
most substantial impact (B = 0.45).

Conclusion: These findings highlight the necessity of adopting a systemic
perspective that recognizes the interplay among humans, technology, and
organizational structures. They demonstrate that successful employee
empowerment requires simultaneous attention to technological tools and
cognitive ergonomics principles.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Digital transformations over the past decade have
fundamentally changed the nature of organizational
roles in the banking industry. At Refah Kargaran Bank,
the increasing complexity of financial services has
underscored the need to develop a comprehensive model
to strengthen employees' soft skills. Moreover,
technology-based empowerment—supported by user-
friendly digital systems, technology-focused training,
and intelligent tools—has created new opportunities to
enhance employee performance. At the same time,
cognitive ergonomics, an interdisciplinary approach,
emphasizes the role of mental processes and cognitive
load in user interactions with digital systems. In the
banking environment, excessive cognitive load caused
by poorly designed systems can reduce employees'
cognitive capacity and weaken their soft skills,
particularly during direct customer interactions.
Therefore, this study aimed to design and validate a
comprehensive model for soft skills development
among employees of Refah Kargaran Bank, bridge the
existing gap, and provide a systematic framework for
human capital management in the digital era.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods approach with a
sequential exploratory design in the qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, the primary
objective was to identify the key dimensions and
components influencing the soft skills development. The
study population included academic experts and senior
human resources, digital banking, ergonomics, and
banking operations managers. Sampling was conducted
purposively, followed by snowball sampling.
Theoretical saturation was achieved after 18 semi-
structured in-depth interviews. The interviews focused
on the role of technology in employee empowerment,
the cognitive challenges caused by banking systems, the
requirements for human-centered system design, and the
organizational factors affecting soft skills. Data were
analyzed using thematic analysis in MAXQDA 2022
software, resulting in four main themes and 28
subthemes that underpinned the conceptual model. In
the quantitative phase, the conceptual model was tested
using a descriptive survey method. The statistical
population consisted of staff and branch employees of
Refah Kargaran Bank in 2025. Using Cochran’s
formula, the sample size was set at 384 individuals, and
a power analysis confirmed a statistical power of 0.99.
Data were collected using a researcher-made
questionnaire derived from the qualitative themes. After
content validation by a panel of 10 experts and a pilot
study, the questionnaire was finalized. Data were
analyzed using covariance-based structural equation
modeling in AMOS (version 16). The validity of the
measurement model was assessed using confirmatory
factor analysis, followed by an evaluation of the
structural model fit.

Results

The qualitative phase led to the identification of four
main dimensions forming the constructs of the
integrated model for soft-skills development:
technological empowerment, cognitive ergonomics,

contextual and organizational factors, and soft-skills
development as the outcome. These dimensions
encompass a wide range of components, including user-
friendly digital system design, cognitive load
management,  organizational  learning  culture,
information-system integration, digital training,
reduction of cognitive stress, cross-departmental
collaboration, and individual and interpersonal skills.
This framework served as the basis for the questionnaire
design and the structural model in the quantitative phase.
Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the
measurement model had a good fit. Fit indices, such as
y?/df, goodness of fit index, comparative fit index, root
mean square error of approximation, and standardized
root mean squared error, were all within acceptable
ranges. Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability, and
average variance extracted confirmed the constructs'
reliability and validity. After validating the
measurement model, the structural model was tested,
showing that all three predictor dimensions had
significantly positive effects on soft skills development.
Contextual and organizational factors emerged as the
strongest predictors. This dimension—which includes
learning culture, managerial support, interdepartmental
communication, procedural transparency, performance
evaluation systems, and resource allocation—
demonstrated that the organizational environment plays
a pivotal role in successful empowerment initiatives.
The results indicate that even with advanced technology,
sustainable soft-skills development cannot be achieved
without an enabling organizational culture, learning
processes, and flexible structures. Technological
empowerment also had a significant positive effect.
User-friendly systems, integrated digital tools,
technology-driven training, and decision-support
systems reduce cognitive load and enhance mental
capacity for applying soft skills. This finding suggests
that technology contributes to genuine empowerment
only when designed correctly from a user-experience
and human-system interaction perspective.

The third dimension, cognitive ergonomics, was also
confirmed as an influential factor. In a digital banking
environment—characterized by complex information,
time pressure, and multitasking—cognitive-based
design reduces unnecessary mental load and improves
information flow, enabling employees to better focus on
communication and problem-solving behaviors. The
findings reveal that cognitive ergonomics serves not
merely as a technical support factor but has a direct
impact on human competencies. Collectively, the results
demonstrated that the final model accounted for a
substantial proportion of the variance in soft-skills
development, with its integrated framework
systematically explaining the interplay among human,
technological, and organizational dimensions. This
interplay indicates that soft-skills development in a
banking context arises from the concurrent combination
of employees' cognitive capacities, effective
technological tools, and a supportive organizational
environment, with no single factor sufficient on its own.

Conclusion

This study presents an integrated model grounded in
technological empowerment and cognitive ergonomics,
providing a comprehensive framework for enhancing




soft skills among employees of Refah Kargaran Bank.
The findings reveal that although technology and
cognitive design significantly improve employee
performance, the most influential factor is the
organizational context in which these technologies and
human interactions occur. Accordingly, investments in
technology lead to genuine empowerment only when
combined with human-centered design, a learning-
oriented organizational culture, and managerial support.

The proposed model can serve as a practical roadmap
for bank managers in designing human-resource
development programs in the digital era and can be
extended to other banks in Iran. The model constitutes a
fusion of systems thinking, cognitive design, and
technology management, providing a basis for fostering
sustainable human capital development in Iran's banking
sector.
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