INT/823 - The digital single market – trends and opportunities for SMEs
Analysis of the online questionnaire
Question 1a – What do you think is the biggest difference between working in a digital business
environment as compared to a traditional one?
Respondents equally rated productivity and connectivity (35%) as the two main differences between
working in a digital business environment as compared to a traditional one. In second place was the
pace of business as well as the culture and mindset, which both obtained 29% of the respondents'
answers.

Question 1b – Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following
statement: "Digital transformation is a top management priority in my company/organisation."
The majority of respondents (71%) agreed that the digital transformation constituted a top
management priority within their company or organisation. Only 12% of the respondents neither
agreed nor disagreed, and none of them disagreed.

Question 1c – How does your company/organisation help employees to develop digital skills?
Respondents indicated that their company or organisation helped employees to develop digital skills
mostly through continuing education (47%) and on-the-job learning (41%). Training courses (29%) and
the workplace environment (18%) are used less as means to enhance digital skills. Only 18% of the
respondents indicated that their company or organisation offered limited or no solutions to develop
digital skills.

Question 1d – Is your organisation business-to-business (B2B) or business-to-consumers (B2C)?
41% of respondents indicated that their company/organisation was primarily business-to-business
(B2B), and 11% primarily business-to-consumers (B2C), whilst 35% of respondents indicated that it was
equally B2B and B2C.
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Question 1e – Is your business in one of the professions?
Only 24% of the respondents to the questionnaire came from companies/organisations that are part
of the professions/the liberal sector. Other respondents came from employers' organisations, trade
unions, non-profit organisations/consumer organisations, and public bodies.

Question 2a – Are you aware of the online services provided by the EU for SMEs to adapt to digital
change?
The majority of respondents (59%) indicated that they were aware of the online services provided by
the EU for SMEs to adapt to digital change, whereas 41% indicated that they were not aware.

Among respondents who were aware of the EU's services for SMEs, 30% of them have already used
these services. Among respondents who were not aware of the EU's services for SMEs, 57% indicated
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that they were, however, aware of local information points they could contact and 29% indicated that
they were aware of EU online information points they could get in touch with.
Question 2b – Are you aware of the online networks set up by the European Commission to facilitate
the operation of the Single Market?
Respondents were split in two equal halves regarding their awareness of the online networks set up
by the European Commission to facilitate the operation of the Single Market (47% each). One
respondent did not answer (6%).

Among the stakeholders who answered no to this question, a French respondent indicated not having
seen any information/communication campaigns on those European services, nor any reference to
them within national communication campaigns. Other French respondents mentioned that the
number of different institutions at European level was confusing for SMEs, and that the amount of
time required to get help or an answer was highly dissuasive. The administrative burden was therefore
too high to facilitate access to European services. One Croatian respondent insisted on the need for
national public bodies to relay information on European services to SMEs.
Question 3 – Do you feel sufficiently informed about/skilled in the various aspects of digitization?
The majority of respondents considered themselves sufficiently informed about/skilled in the various
aspects of digitization, in particular about the potential and risks of online exchanges/cybersecurity
(65%), training in the safe use of digital tools (65%), the protection of personal data (82%), the relevant
European legislation (53%) and the relevant national legislation (65%).
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In the comments section, one French stakeholder indicated that users were not properly trained in the
safe use of digital tools and did not receive basic information on general e-safety, even though
cyberattacks and security gaps were becoming more frequent. Another respondent from Romania
mentioned that sustained measures were needed to provide information/support to SMEs in the ecommerce sector, and also to increase the focus on developing education and skills, in order to provide
better information on reskilling opportunities.
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Question 4 – If you are familiar with a peripheral region, which inconveniences do you witness in
terms of access to the Digital Single Market there?
Respondents to the questionnaire identified areas of inconvenience in terms of access to the Digital
Single Market in peripheral regions, in particular delayed implementation of broadband networks
(65%), inadequate basic/vocational training (59%), regulatory/technical obstacles (59%) and public
infrastructure and services (71%).
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In the comments section, according to one French respondent, the main obstacles are the failures of
the eHealth basic services planned by the authorities, and the late development of the "end user"
software. Another French respondent highlighted that obstacles and difficulties in accessing the Digital
Single Market were present not only in peripheral regions but also in more central areas.
In Portugal, one stakeholder noted that there were access problems in the Portuguese autonomous
regions, due to the characteristics of island territories.
Another Croatian stakeholder underlined that the situation with broadband networks in Croatia was
quite satisfactory but there were still some areas where it was inadequate (e.g. craftspeople on islands
often have problems vis-a-vis tax authorities with regard to their obligation of issuing "fiscal" invoice).
Question 5 – Have you noted any disparities between the European and national legislation in force,
the available infrastructure and the realities of your professional activities?
53% of the respondents noted disparities between the European and national legislation in force, the
available infrastructure and the realities of professional activities. Respondents indicated that those
disparities were mainly due to technical difficulties (29%), VAT differences (18%) and geoblocking
(18%).

In the comments section, one stakeholder from Portugal indicated that the difficulties were related to
the mechanisms/processes facilitating digital procedures, taking into account the adoption and
implementation of technological solutions at the level of people and organisations. There is also a
significant "digital divide" between Portugal and more developed countries, placing Portugal below
the EU average on Internet usage.
Romanian respondents mentioned that culture and mindset (reluctance to change – lack of trust in
digital technology) also constituted a challenge, along with outdated existing infrastructure or even
lack of it, and difficult access to specific funding instruments. Moreover, the degree of digitization of
both the public and private sector is very low. Despite the increase in public funding and a dynamic
ecosystem of start-ups, technology adoption, internationalisation and the expansion of companies
remain significant challenges.
7

One French stakeholder highlighted the lack of open data.
Question 6 – Do you consider that the public administration in your region/Member State is
prepared for the digital age?
More than half of the respondents (53%) deemed that their region/Member State was not prepared
for the digital age, while 35% rated their region/Member State as prepared.

In the comments section, one Portuguese stakeholder, who responded that the public administration
of their region/Member State was not prepared for the digital age, explained that a number of support
services existed in Portugal but they did not reach companies, particularly SMEs (which constitute the
majority of businesses). This means that these services are not geared to the situation at national level,
but to an ideal that does not correspond to the actual needs of businesses.
Two comments were made by stakeholders in Belgium. The first one indicated that the public
administration was not prepared mainly because of the frequent change of political leaders, usually
undoing what the previous one had done. The second stakeholder underlined that, even though public
services and legislation did not keep pace with changes in the private sector and technological
advances, it needed to be recognised that the digital transformation was progressively taking place in
Belgium.
Another respondent highlighted that in Romania the national administration's IT system was
fragmented, which constituted an administrative burden for citizens and businesses. Overall, the level
of interoperability between public administration services was low, as each public institution had
focused on its own digital public service. It was therefore not clear to what extent the information
submitted was subsequently re-used by the other institutions.
A respondent from Croatia mentioned that the Member State had harmonised legislation on
digitization, but the Digital Market was developing so fast that it was very challenging for legislation to
follow all the changes.
Question 7 – Do you think that public education provides the necessary basis for mastering computer
tools and Internet browsing techniques?
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More than half of the respondents (53%) deemed that public education provided the necessary basis
for mastering computer tools and Internet browsing techniques, while 41% considered that this
necessary basis was not provided by public education in their Member State.

In the comments section, Belgian stakeholders agreed that public education was not always in line
with technological advances and some teachers who graduated did not always have the digital skills
required to make full use of the digital learning material and infrastructure. Children receiving an
education were now used to learning in an increasingly digitalized environment, but people who had
left the education system were not getting enough support. More investment was needed from public
authorities.
In Romania, stakeholders noted that it was difficult for public education to keep pace with
technological developments. Moreover, the high skills mismatch of companies limited their ability to
innovate and to capitalise on innovation, even though it was particularly important for Romania to
fully benefit from the digital economy. Therefore, they recommended increasing the number of ICT
specialists in Romania, by providing the necessary training for teachers, adapting education and school
programmes to digital technology from primary school level, in order to reskill the workforce, and that
the educational supply meet the high demand.
One stakeholder from Portugal explained that there was no doubt that the public or private education
systems needed to be the basis of these processes. However, in a country where for every 100 young
people, there were 159.4 elderly people (INE, 2018), and where the median age of the population was
the 3rd highest in the EU (44.8), there needed to be complementary responses for people who had left
the education system a long time ago and who had gaps in digital literacy that needed to be addressed.
In Croatia, one respondent highlighted that the formal curricula for computer science had been
established and were in use. The new curricula and the equipping of schools were ongoing, but at the
moment it had yet to be fully implemented everywhere.
Another respondent from Germany indicated that there was a lack of resources and a lack of vocational
colleges (Berufsschulen).
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Question 8 – In view of the transformation of the labor market resulting from digitization, do you
think that the face-to-face contact between service providers (public and private) and
customers/consumers suffers from this transformation?
In view of the transformation of the labour market resulting from digitization, more than half of the
respondents (53%) considered that the face-to-face contact between service providers (public and
private) and customers/consumers suffered from the digital transformation, whereas 47% believed
that it did not.

Among the stakeholders considering that the face-to-face contact between service providers and
customers suffers from digitization, one stakeholder from Romania specified that it was now more
difficult for consumers to contact service providers directly, and if they succeeded, their response was
often delayed or inadequate. One respondent from Portugal explained that the contact was affected
by the transformation of the labour market resulting from digitisation. In fact, there were new ways to
enhance the relationship with customers/consumers in a positive way, with a view to ensuring a better
"shopping experience". One Belgian stakeholder representing booksellers highlighted that local
business was suffering from high pressure due to e-commerce players and from the dominance of
(mostly) international players.
On the other hand, among stakeholders considering that the face-to-face contact between service
providers and customers was not suffering from digitization, one respondent mentioned that
digitization could contribute to face-to-face contact and develop as a complement to the human
relationship. Globalisation and commercialisation were rather more likely to create remote
anonymous services.
Question 9 – With regard to consumer protection and defence, are you aware of the possibilities
offered by the Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) and Online Dispute Resolution (ODR)
mechanisms?
With regard to consumer protection and defence, 65% of the respondents were aware of the
possibilities offered by the Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) and the Online Dispute Resolution
(ODR) mechanisms. On the contrary, 35% of respondents were not aware of these mechanisms.
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As indicated in the comments section, public bodies were particularly aware of the ADR and ODR
mechanisms. For example, the Croatian Chamber of Trades and Crafts and the Romanian National
Consumer Protection Authority specified that they were very much involved in the mechanisms.
According to the Romanian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, there was a delay in designing
national entities responsible for these mechanisms. In addition, the CCIR indicated a lack of
information and communication, and that these platforms were not operational.
Question 10 – Digital changes have led to the elimination of a number of jobs and a real revolution
in our business model and habits. Do you feel particularly affected by this transformation?
Digital changes have proved to lead to the elimination of a number of jobs and to a real revolution in
our business model and habits. Indeed, 53% of the respondents indicated that they felt particularly
affected by the changes brought about by the digital transformation, while 30% of respondents did
not feel particularly affected. For example, one respondent mentioned that until recently, the lack of
regulation had resulted in unfair competition of Uber for all other taxi drivers, especially in terms of
taxation (respondent from Croatia).

In the comments section, a respondent from Portugal (who answered yes to this question) underlined
that the empowerment of workers and managers in the field of digital skills, particularly in terms of
creating conditions of greater flexibility so that work dynamics included creativity and innovation, was
among the greatest national challenges.
A French stakeholder mentioned that digitization required investments (in setting up websites, digital
shops, social media strategy). There was not always a budget available to invest in digital
transformation processes and therefore the level of experience of staff in digital skills varied. In
particular, non-profit organisations could not rely on the discount available to SMEs in order to follow
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expensive training programmes to upgrade the digital skills of current staff members. Another
stakeholder (France) pointed out that consumption habits were changing, with people purchasing
more and more online because it was more convenient. Therefore, merchants needed to adapt their
trade to these new habits if they did not want to disappear.
According to a French respondent, the digital revolution had not led to the loss of jobs, but to a
consistent change in the required profiles. This evolution of profiles constituted a major challenge and
had not yet received a political answer.
Question 11 – What measure would you call for in order to remedy shortcomings and obstacles to
the Digital Single Market?
In order to remedy shortcomings and obstacles to the Digital Single Market, respondents mainly called
for more attention to be paid to the development of education and skills, in particular increased
retraining opportunities and better information about these opportunities (82%). Two other measures
received an equal number of answers (76% each); the need to adapt regulatory frameworks to the
digital and cross-border dimension of the Single Market, and the need to increase local information
and support networks for SMEs in the e-commerce sector. Finally, respondents deemed it necessary
to adapt the tax environment to the digital and cross-border dimension of the Single Market (53%).

In the comments section, respondents emphasised that the Digital Single Market needed to be based
on quality jobs that respected the dignity of everyone and improved their living conditions. One
respondent also suggested as a possible answer "an information network/local support for SMEs active
in electronic commerce (e-commerce)" in order to raise awareness about data protection,
cyberattacks and identity theft.
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