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This doctoral thesis is the first to address the strategic management of SMEs in the context 

of the digital era and is aimed at highlighting the need to use new methods of strategic thinking to 

help SMEs maintain their viability on the global market. This market is characterized, mainly, by 

swift and considerable changes, that are due to the galloping innovation of the digital era.  

 The first part of the thesis was devoted to the presentation of the current status of knowledge in 

the field of strategy and strategic management.  

After completing a review of the 22 definitions of the strategy concept, I endorsed the idea 

according to which the notion of strategy includes, on a long-term basis, the set of all major goals of 

an organization, the ways of achieving them, and the resources involved, taking aim at obtaining a 

competitive advantage. I also consider that strategy is both an art and a science, including all the 

necessary elements to be a winner, which, in the context of the business world can be defined as 

being equivalent to obtaining the competitive advantage.  

 Strategic management is a modern form of leadership, at the organizational level, in terms of 

anticipating the changes occurring in the environment, of assessing, as objectively as possible, its 

internal potential and of dynamically operating the changes required by the need to harmonize the 

initiated activities with directions imposed by the action of endogenous and exogenous factors, so 

that, by carrying out the mission and the established objectives, the sustainability and viability of 

each organization be secured.  

 In the part of this thesis devoted to the state-of-the-art field of knowledge we also performed 

a brief characterization of SMEs both at international level, and at the level of our country, with 

highlights on the importance of a unified point of view regarding the definition and the theoretical 

and methodological approach thereof. 

 Among the most important elements of information technology and communication (ICT), 

capable of producing profound mutations in the business world and the global economy (at a level 

estimated at 14-33 trillion dollars for 2025 (Clement et al., McKinsey & CoGlobal Institute, 2013), 

are to be found: Mobile Internet, Automation of knowledge work, the Internet of things ("things"), 

Cloud (Cloud Computing), and Advanced Robotics. 

 The practical part of the thesis describes the approach of my research, which I carried out 

in the period March-July 2014 and 2016, and consists of the completion the following 3 steps: 
 

1. Identification of the main tendencies of the development of digital and strategic 

management in the context of the digital era; 
 

2. The design and distribution, via e-mail and through crowdsourcing, of two 

questionnaires: 
 

2.1. The first questionnaire had as a main goal the identification and knowledge, as 

detailed as possible, of some aspects relating to SMEs in the USA, namely:  
 

 the difference between the degree of adoption of digital instruments to SMEs 

compared with large enterprises; 
 

 the main impediments to the adoption of digital technologies, as they are perceived by 

organizations, in general, and SMEs in particular; 
 

 the main benefits of the adoption of digital technology, as they are perceived by the 

organizations,  in general, and SMEs in particular; 
 

 the factors responsible for taking the decision of the implementation of the digital 

means at the organizational level, in general and within SMEs in particular; 
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2.2. The second questionnaire pursued the data collection regarding: 
 

 the degree of adaptation of SMEs from Romania to the new concepts, strategy and 

strategic management; 
 

 the extent to which SMEs from Romania have adopted new advancements in the 

digital field; 
 

 the differences between the fields of activity of the SMEs as regards the degree of 

digital adoption; 
 

 the perception of the digital field, by SMEs from Romania, as a transforming 

force of the external organizational environment; 
 

For the second questionnaire, distributed by over 160 thousand SMEs from 

Romania, we collected 598 answers. 
 

3. Analysis and interpretation of econometric results. 

As a result of the expertise gained in the process of identifying the main tendencies of the 

development of digital and strategic management of SMEs in the context of the digital era, we 

formulated the following working hypotheses, i.e. three for each questionnaire: 

a) With respect to the first questionnaire, the hypotheses were as follows:  

Hypothesis 1 (H1):  The degree of adoption of digital means by SMEs is lower compared 

to that of large enterprises; 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Decision-making power regarding the implementation of the digital 

means rests on the specialists of the ICT department and not on the 

management of the organization; 

Hypothesis 3 (H3):  SMEs perceive the adoption of digital technologies, primarily, as an 

opportunity to gain competitive advantages. 

b) With respect to the second questionnaire the three hypotheses of the research were:  

Hypothesis 4 (H4):  SMEs from Romania have not adopted yet the new digital 

technologies required to obtain competitiveness on the world market;  

Hypothesis 5 (H5):  Strategic management of SMEs from Romania requires a series of 

major transformations, which should help increase both the prosperity 

and the probability of their survival in the digital era; 

Hypothesis 6 (H6):  Digital perception viewed as a transforming force of the business 

environment by the SMEs from Romania is reduced, the latter not 

realising the real need for change. 

A limitation of my research approach might be considered the sample size, relatively reduced, 

compared to the number of SMEs’ in the world and in the U.S. (125 million and 27.9 million, 

respectively, at the end of 2010) statistical data of the International Finance Corporation and the 

McKinsey Institute
1
, and, of the SBA

2
, respectively. 

The first questionnaire was available on the link  https://goo.gl/8W7OHh being distributed on 

the crowdsourcing platform Amazon Mechanical Turk. 

Through the analysis of the results of the first questionnaire, we aimed at getting some points 

of view to confirm or to refute the first three hypotheses of the research.  

                                                 
1
  URhttp://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/9ae1dd80495860d6a482b519583b6d16/MSME-CI-AnalysisNote.pdf?  MOD 

= AJPERES, accessed July 15, 2016-n.a. 
2
  https://www.sba.gov/content/small-business-SFM-update-2002-2010, accessed 12 July 2016-n.a.  

https://goo.gl/8W7OHh
http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/9ae1dd80495860d6a482b519583b6d16/MSME-CI-AnalysisNote.pdf?%20%20MOD=AJPERES
http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/9ae1dd80495860d6a482b519583b6d16/MSME-CI-AnalysisNote.pdf?%20%20MOD=AJPERES
https://www.sba.gov/content/small-business-gdp-update-2002-2010
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For the first questionnaire I received answers from 608 organizations in the US, both 

SMEs and large enterprises. 

We designed the 16 questions taking into account the digital scale elements, namely: access 

to high-speed internet, the type of equipment used, the digital tools (intranet, ERP/MRP, virtual 

environment, applications of mobile social networks, websites presentation, crowdsourcing, 

electronic commerce, "Cloud" use and other methods of data storage, marketing and exchange of 

data, modern conferencing tools). Thus, I could compare the way these digital resources were 

adopted by the SMEs and by the large enterprises from the USA.  

In the second part of the first questionnaire, we formulated the questions with a view of 

facilitating the identification of the decision-makers responsible for the adoption of digital tools at the 

organizational level and, of the arguments for and against the adoption of digital technologies by 

enterprises, respectively.  

 The results offered me the possibility to establish the following conclusions: 

 Hypothesis 1 (the degree of adoption of digital means by SMEs is lower compared to that 

of large enterprises) is confirmed. 

 Hypothesis 2 (power of decision concerning the implementation of the digital means still 

rests on the specialists from the ICT department and not on the management of the 

organization) is also validated. In this context, I discovered that, the management is 

responsible for the decision to adopt the digital means organizational-wide in large 

enterprises. 

 Hypothesis 3 (SMEs perceive the adoption of digital technologies, primarily as an 

opportunity to gain competitive advantages) is invalidated.   

In the case of SMEs, the main reasons why they adopted digital technologies are: reducing 

costs; reduction of human errors; ensuring communication with business partners and to 

obtain competitive advantages. 

In the case of large enterprises, the main reasons causing them to adopt these digital 

technologies are the following : reducing costs; reduce human errors; obtaining 

competitive advantages.  

I discovered that, both in the case of SMEs, as well as in that of large enterprises, 

obtaining competitive advantages is, as a result of digital inclusion, on the last (the third) 

and not the first place, as I expected.  

The second questionnaire (accessible on the link <https://goo.gl/BK9qKu>), was distributed 

by e-mail to more than 160 thousand SMEs from Romania. The method used was that of 

proportional quotas for the distribution of the sample by geographical area and the optimum 

stratified sampling method for distribution of the sample by industry.  

The questionnaire, the content of which is rendered in Annex 2, included 26 questions, 

whose purpose was to identify both strategic management methods used by the SMEs from Romania 

and the degree of adoption of digital assets thereof.  

The questions in the survey were answered by 643 organizations, 598 of which fall into the 

category of SMEs. They were distributed, representatively, according to optimum stratified model 

over the following business areas: information and communications, tourism, industry, construction 

work, marketing, transport; services. 

Through the econometric and the descriptive analysis of the results obtained after the 

collection of the responses, I checked the validity of three hypotheses and I reached the following 

conclusions: 
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 Hypothesis 4 (SMEs from Romania have not adopted yet, the new digital technologies 

necessary for obtaining global market competitiveness) is confirmed. Supporting arguments 

for this conclusion are as follows: 

 - the majority of SMEs from Romania have not yet adapted their own website to the exigency 

of mobile technology (only 13% of them have a website adapted to these requirements); 

 - there is a big carelessness regarding the collection of useful information about their own 

customers, in circumstances where the overall market is headed with quick steps towards 

the phenomenon of customization of tenders;  

 - only a third of the SMEs provides, regularly, to its own employees the opportunity to 

develop professionally through trainings in various fields of activity, while another third 

says that it does not consider it necessary to instruct their own human resources in the 

field of ICT. 

I concluded that SMEs in our country are in need of quick acceleration of the adoption of 

the digital means, so that they could quickly become competitive on the global market. 

 Hypothesis 5 (strategic management of SMEs from Romania requires a series of major 

transformations, which should result in increasing prosperity and the probability of their 

survival to the demands of the digital era) is confirmed, because: 

 - Although there is a significant statistical correlation between the use of methods of swift 

analysis, of testing and of experimentation and the frequency of reassessment and adaptation 

of strategies to environmental requirements, SMEs do not resort to such methods; 

 - SMEs in our country study and/or adapt their strategy (in case they have it) only when 

they are required to do so, for example, to comply with the laws in force;  

 - only 16% of SMEs declared that they had drawn up strategies for 3-5 years; 

 - the percentage of SMEs that do not have a strategy varies, depending on the answers to 

each question (I used reformulation in an attempt to get an image as close to reality as 

possible), but it is higher than the quota of 10%; 

 Hypothesis 6, (the perception of the digital as the transforming force of the business 

environment is still low, the latter not realising the need to change) was ruled out, at least 

partly by the answers of participants in the study who, in a percentage of over 70%, consider 

that the digital era is causing major changes to the competitive environment, to the behavior 

of the customers and of suppliers and to the environment, while in a percentage of over 50% 

it changes the economic environment, labour employment and international environment. 

A result of these findings, we formulated the following conclusions of the study: 

1. The Hypotheses relating to the adoption of digital technologies by SMEs were validated 

(hypotheses 1 and 4), SMEs adopting digital means in a low degree compared to large 

enterprises. The degree of adoption of digital means of the SMEs in Romania is still low, 

as they did not manage to implement the new digital technologies required to obtain 

digital competitiveness on the global market; 

2. ICT departments within the enterprises hold a key role for the proper operation of the 

technology but, in most cases, they have neither the access to and/nor the skills required 

for the adoption of strategic decisions. In case (as I provided under hypothesis 2) the 

ICT department is the one who decides how and when it is necessary for the enterprise to 

invest in digital means, this organizational subdivision becomes, practically, an obstacle 

to keeping up with the digital era developments; 
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3. Getting competitive advantages is usually the result of strategic management of 

entrepreneurial success and the digital field, as a transforming force of businesses, has 

the potential to facilitate this process. The fact that the third hypothesis is disproven 

demonstrates that, at least for the time being, they do not recognize the digital 

technologies as a source that can generate an advantageous competitive positioning on 

the market. This result can be also inferred as a result of hypothesis 2 confirmation, the 

context in which the digital field being perceived as an area of expertise for engineers 

and not for organizational management;  

4. The gap in terms of the adoption of the digital means by the SMEs from Romania 

places them in the disadvantageous situation of not succeeding in being competitive on 

a global level. As the changes brought about by the digital era are imminent, this fact 

jeopardizes the very future of our national economy; 

5. However, although they perceive it as a digital force transforming the business 

environment (demonstrated through the rejection of Hypothesis 6), SMEs from 

Romania do not have a long-term strategy. In this context, the only element of the 

environment that triggers a strong causation in favour of the reassessment and 

adaptation of the strategy is established (even imposed) by the political and legislative 

environment; 

6. SMEs from Romania do not use rapid methods of analysis, testing and experimentation, 

in order to minimize the uncertainty of the external environmental factors of the 

organization, factors they cannot preview. 

At the end of my PhD thesis, from the analysis and interpretation of results, as well as from 

the discovery of the research results, we formulated the following proposals that could be adopted 

on the micro and the macro economic level, both nationally and internationally: 

A. Proposals for the macro level 

1. Encouraging investments in infrastructure networks and digital services. In this context, 

an extremely important role can be played by collaboration (partnerships), the private-

public type, which may ensure the continuing rapid growth of the digital economy, 

globally; 

2. Facilitating access to sources of financing for SMEs.  Encouraging new sources of 

financing such as, micro-loans, "business angels" investments, business accelerators, 

crowdfunding and crowd-investing, all these types of investments can become solutions 

that might contribute decisively to a more dynamic and timely financing of SMEs; 

3. Encouraging the increase in the number of incubators and virtual business accelerators. 

In this context, Law No. 102/2016 is a first legislative step to encouraging SMEs from 

Romania;   

4. Introducing up-to-date digital technologies and encouraging technological creativity in 

schools; 

5. Developing governmental programmes to encourage partnerships between universities and 

SMEs with the goal to ensure the transfer of knowledge. Programs and projects co-

financed by the Government and SMEs could be created for specified periods of time, 

where new graduates, having access to academic resources, can be part of the 

improvement performance projects of SMEs.  
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B. Proposals for the micro level, for the strategic adaptation of SMEs to the digital era 
 

1. Developing and implementing a system of periodic evaluation and forecasting of the 

organizational environment. The ability to "see" or to "predict" the environment can be 

gained only by practice and by sustained effort. The SMEs that will be able to enforce 

their own discipline of assessing periodically the environment and of developing 

forecasts, will be able to increase substantially their chances of success; 

2. Using more testing and rapid divergent experimentation. The digital era has reduced costs 

associated with testing and rapid experimentation, and SMEs can create, with minimal 

resources, concepts, products or minimum viable services, unfinished, which can be made 

available to a relevant group of customers from whom they can obtain real feedback; 

3. Training employees on a regular basis in different areas and maintaining a flexible 

organisational structure;  

4. Exploring, continuously, new innovative business models;   

5. Using crowdsourcing anywhere possible; 

6. Collaborating and co-opetition (collaboration with the competition), especially given the 

conditions when aggressive, confrontational actions are proven to be losers by results; 

 7. Adopting a new model of strategic management for SMEs.  

 

The Doctoral thesis contains 55 charts and diagrams and 58 tables. 

Finally I point out that this PhD thesis is based on the outcome from the study of: 

1. 81 books, of which 19 having Romanian authors, and 62 having authors from other 

countries; 

2. 55 articles; 

3. 4 articles published by the author in 4 International Conference volumes, indexed by ISI 

Proceedings;  

4. 5 legislative acts; 

5. 5 regulations of professional bodies; 

6. 5 dictionaries; 

7. 24 electronic sources; 

8. 38 webgraphic sources; 

9. 8 articles ISI Thomson Reuters; 

10. 1 research contract with the United States business field awarded through competition 

(13 500 USD) 
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A NEW MODEL OF STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT OF SMEs IN THE DIGITAL ERA 

(the author's own conception) 
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