Embracing digital transformation: The importance of relationships in SMEs
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Recent research indicates that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) must embrace digital transformation not only by adopting new technologies but by strengthening internal relationships to remain competitive in an increasingly digital economy. The study, a result of an 18-month collaboration between the University of Leeds and the University of the West of England, was funded by the British Academy and highlights the significant challenges SMEs face in keeping pace with larger companies in terms of digital innovation.
The findings reveal that while the acquisition of technical skills and digital tools plays an essential role in transformation, the relational dynamics—such as building trust, securing buy-in from team members, and aligning organisational efforts—are equally vital. The study involved insights from 77 SME practitioners across the Northwest and Southwest of England who took part in various digital upskilling programmes. It was discovered that successful implementation of digital change was closely tied to effective relationship management. 
“Digital transformation is not just a technical challenge—it’s a relational one,” remarked Dr Selen Kars-Unluoglu, the lead researcher on the project, speaking to Talk Business. This underscores a growing recognition that the human element is critical in driving sustainable digital change within organisations.
To assist SMEs in navigating their digital transitions, the research team, comprising Dr Selen Kars-Unluoglu, Dr Alex Kevill, and Dr Mariana Estrada-Robles, developed what is known as the ADAPT model. This practical framework delineates five pivotal dimensions essential for successful digital transformation:
1. Agency: Encouraging individuals within the organisation to take ownership and build confidence in their digital initiatives.
2. Destination: The establishment of a clear vision and actionable goals for digital projects.
3. Association: The creation of a supportive network and collaborative environment within the organisation.
4. Progress: Recognising and celebrating incremental achievements to cultivate momentum and engagement.
5. Tapestry: The vital task of integrating new technologies with existing systems and processes to ensure seamless operation.
The ADAPT model is designed to empower SME leaders by intertwining technical competencies with relational strategies, thereby embedding digital transformation into the very fabric of their organisations.
The ramifications of this research extend beyond internal organisational dynamics. Digitalised SMEs reportedly experience growth rates twice that of their non-digitised counterparts, exporting twice as much and generating double the number of jobs. Consequently, government initiatives—such as Skills Bootcamps and AI Upskilling funds—are critiqued for focusing predominantly on technical training, lacking a holistic approach that promotes collaboration and embeds digital competencies within organisational culture.
For further insights into implementing the ADAPT model, which includes a range of resources such as video explainers, podcast episodes, and blog posts, interested parties are encouraged to refer to the project's official webpage.
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