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Abstract

The new reality caused by the COVID-19 pandemic forced businesses to seek flexible
solutions and the application of innovations in all fields of management. Living in the
era of predictable unpredictability, the topic of entrepreneurship, digitalization, innova-
tion, and competitiveness must be perceived by business representatives as a straw for
existence. Thus, the main purpose of the current study is to identify good practices and
innovative trends in the field of management and entrepreneurship utilizing digital solu-
tions. The research object is the EU member states and it is focused on the e-commerce,
web sale, and way of communication of the enterprises under the pandemic. For the
evaluation of good practices and their possible implementation in business, we used
comprehensive desk research based upon literature review and secondary analysis of
empirical data in the period December 2021 — March 2022. Empirical data collected
from national and international empirical studies conducted by private and state socio-
logical agencies, as well as authors’ teams of scientific and educational institutions, are
the arrays on which secondary data processing was made. The results show that innova-
tive management behavior of digital enterprises can provide added value based on the
favorable reputation that they create.
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Introduction

Many research and empirical data suggest the rise of a new category of entrepre-
neurship, i.e., digital entrepreneurship. It is described as a relevant socio-economic
and technological phenomenon, which can be considered as the joining of tradi-
tional entrepreneurship with an emphasis on leveraging new digital technologies
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in novel ways, such as social, mobile, analytics, cloud, and cyber-solutions, all to
shift the traditional way of creating and doing business in the digital era (Euro-
pean Commission, 2014). Living in the period of the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
or Industry 4.0, which revolutionizes the automation, monitoring, and analysis of
supply chains through smart technology, entrepreneurs must look forward to ap-
plying innovative management solutions, making everything in the supply chain
smart, which presents the basic part of any company’s digital transformation. The
COVID-19 pandemic just intensified these processes. The current global situation
accelerated the companies to fight for survival that is tightly associated with the
implementation of innovations (Angelova & Pastarmadzhieva, 2020).

The authors’ thesis is that applying new ways of doing business and digital
instruments under crisis conditions is an opportunity for company survival. The
main purpose of the current study is to identify good practices and innovative
trends in the field of management and entrepreneurship based on digitalization
solutions. Furthermore, we investigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the digitalization of the EU member states according to changes in the use of e-
commerce, web sales, and ICT implementation in enterprises. In a pandemic situ-
ation, it is necessary to look for sales opportunities despite the physical distance
that is imposed. It is also important to create conditions for active communica-
tion, both with customers and within the company between employees, to ensure
synchronization and competitiveness of the products offered. The research object
is the EU member states and it is focused on the dynamics in the share of enter-
prises with e-commerce, web sales, and a remote way of communication of the
enterprises under the pandemic. To achieve our goal, we used secondary data
and comprehensive desk research based on a literature review performed in the
period December 2021 — March 2022. Empirical data collected from national and
international empirical studies conducted by private and state sociological agen-
cies, as well as authors’ teams of scientific and educational institutions, are the ar-
rays on which secondary data processing was made. Data from the Eurostat, Do-
ing Business 2020 of the World Bank (2020) and the Strategic Plan 2020 — 2024
of'the EU were used. The SPSS v.21 program was applied for statistical analyses.

The following limitations have been introduced in the research:

1. This study is focused on e-commerce, web sales and remote communica-

tion as tools of the digitalization process.

2. The scope of enterprises under study is narrowed to a survey of EU-27

countries.

3. The focus of the research is to investigate the dynamics in applying digital

instruments during a pandemic.

4. The collected and analyzed secondary data is from national and interna-

tional empirical studies conducted by private and state sociological agen-
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cies, as well as authors’ teams of scientific and educational institutions,
Eurostat, Doing Business 2020 of the World Bank, and the Strategic Plan
2020 — 2024 of the EU.

The paper is structured as follows: following the introduction, the second part
is describing a conceptual framework of innovation management solutions. This
analysis paves the way for the third part, in which the digital entrepreneurship
and the application of information and communication technologies (ICTs) as
a base for a sustainable entrepreneurship post-crisis model is highlighted. The
paper closes with conclusions and recommendations for future research in the
field of investigation of the innovative trends and management solutions in en-
trepreneurship.

Innovative Management Solutions during a Pandemic

The New Reality after COVID-19

The new reality is accelerating business model transformation at a faster pace
than ever before to ensure existential survival in a crisis for which no one was
prepared. However, our team’s research during the last two years (Angelova,
Dimitrova & Pastarmadzhieva, 2021; Pastarmadzhieva & Angelova, 2021; Wo-
jtyto et al., 2021) focused the attention on the influence of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, having a dramatic impact on society, business (entrepreneurship) and gov-
ernment institutions. The topic of the COVID-19 pandemic consequences and
dissemination in modern society is in its infancy, at least because it is unfolding
spatially and temporally on a local, regional, and global scale. This is a good op-
portunity to make an in-depth analysis of the problem area under consideration.

The unexpected pandemic situation transformed the ordinary and business
life, and this globally changed the way of doing business. First, the impact of
quarantine and social distancing on mental health (Hristova, 2021) and the quali-
ties of the human capital play a significant role connected with their professional
realization. Second, business organizations may have to regulate measures ac-
cording to different policy environments. All businesspersons had to search for
new opportunities to avoid social unrest and bankruptcies and to prevent the next
wave of the pandemic. In our opinion, this is a critical moment, because stake-
holder alignment refers to the nature of the organization’s relationship with its
stakeholders, such as customers, suppliers, partners, and investors.

Interesting is McKinsey’s (McKinsey & Company, 2022a) standpoint according
to which the path to sustainable, inclusive growth lies in building resilience now.
Furthermore, the companies must focus their attention on women’s health, which
has been considered a niche market and a mere subset of healthcare. Changing how
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the industry thinks about women’s health is an important step toward identifying
value-creating opportunities for meeting women’s healthcare needs.

McKinsey also stresses the importance of communication and states that:
“When employees feel understood and supported by their employers, they tend
to be happier, more effective, and more likely to stick around. Companies can use
the power of artificial intelligence (Al) and machine learning to coach employees.
An Al-driven system can be designed to identify key moments when employees
would benefit from a “nudge” that guides them toward positive actions, includ-
ing improving their health, accessing training, and trying a different performance
approach.” This analysis paves the way for the importance of new technologies
that create value and inculcate the approbation of ICTs in companies (Angelova
& Desev, 2020).

The research of McKinsey & Company (2022b, p. 4) summarizes the trends in
the post-COVID world. They predict that in coming years, the global insurance
industry will be profoundly shaped by some megatrends that have emerged and
accelerated since February 2020. Some are shifts in the macroeconomy; others
are changes in competitive dynamics. The most dramatic may be changes in cus-
tomer and employer behaviours. While most of these trends are not completely
new, they have accelerated during the pandemic. In aggregate, they are shaping
a new operating environment for insurers that is hugely disruptive and that chal-
lenges traditional ways of value creation.

Innovation and Trends in Management

There are several good practices that teach the managers how to act in differ-
ent scenarios. The book of Mintzberg (2013) offers a practical sensibility as it
reflects on the roles and responsibilities of managers in the workplace. This valu-
able study offers a practical overview of the job of managing that acknowledges
the inherited flaws of those which occupy these challenging roles. Based on these
assumptions, it can be summarized the idea that “good management practices”
is a term based on the knowledge and the strategy Life-long learning. This is all
important in crisis situations and the managers must be focused on pro-active
behaviour that will help their enterprises to overcome the crisis.

The other basic topic relates to the manner of innovation. The process of inno-
vation has been defined as “the development and implementation of new ideas by
people who over time engage in transactions with others within an institutional
context” (Van de Ven, 1986, p. 591). These notions of developing new ideas and
taking a chance on them to seize new opportunities seem central to entrepreneurs.

During the pandemic, growth and continued expansion of remote working
and videoconferencing have been observed. These processes and the emergence
of connected large corporate tools will likely continue growing. Uzzaman (2020)

90



Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Digitalization of the EU Member States

makes a summary stating that many new ventures are emerging in the remote
working sector. Start-ups Bluescape, Eloops, Figma, Slab, and Tandem have all
provided visual collaboration platforms enabling teams to create and share con-
tent, interact, track projects, train employees, run virtual team-building activities,
and more. These tools also help distributed teams keep track of shared learn-
ing and documentation. Users can create a virtual office that replicates working
together in person by letting colleagues communicate and collaborate with one
another easily. Uzzaman’s view toward the management topic focuses the atten-
tion on the increased development of the 5G infrastructure, new applications,
and utilities; on the rapid growth of Al, robotics, internet of things, and industrial
automation; on the augmented reality and virtual reality - immersive technolo-
gies that are part of everyday life, from entertainment to business; on the start-ups
that are leading the innovation in micro mobility; and on the major progress in
autonomous driving technology.

The new normal helps drive major technological and business innovations.
We can summarize the new trends in management on figure 1.

E-Government

¢ Remote Management ¢ Customer Relationship
-Managem_ent.through oLegal Issues .N.Ianagemen.t
Motivation ¢ Digital Marketing

¢ E-Business
¢ Flexible Management

Digital

E-commerce .
Entrepreneurship

Source: Authors’ interpretation
Figure 1: Management model in the new reality

There are some imperatives that the leadership teams need to apply to the
management system and the entrepreneurship model in accordance with the new
reality for doing business (McKinsey & Company, 2022b, p. ii); to make environ-
mental, social, and governance considerations a core feature of the business mod-
el; to regain relevance through product innovation and coverage of new risks; to
enhance and personalize customer engagement and experience; to engage with
ecosystems and to develop new businesses for the digital age; to scale the impact
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from data and analytics; to modernize core technology platforms; to reimagine
culture, diversity, and ways of working to attract and retain talent.

The research of Amue et al states that for innovation to flourish, the business
culture needs to be supported by team-based entrepreneurial activities. The con-
cept is meant to represent all aspects of developing an outlook that fosters and
encourages innovation at all levels of entrepreneurial business, with particular
attention paid to education (Amue, Igwe & Abive, 2014, p. 108).

Digital Entrepreneurship based on the ICTs Implementation

According to the Ease of doing business ranking (World Bank, 2020, p. 4),
Bulgaria is in the 61st place from a total of 190 countries. The rankings are
benchmarked to 1 May, 2019 and are based on the average of each economy’s
ease of doing business scores for the 10 topics included in the aggregate rank-
ing. Economies that score well in Doing Business benefit from higher levels of
entrepreneurial activity and the increased entrepreneurship generates better em-
ployment opportunities, higher government tax revenues, and improved personal
incomes. However, the study was conducted before the pandemic, therefore it is
useful to apply other indicators to benchmark the business activity in Bulgaria.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in the early 2020 dramatically af-
fected all countries and ecosystems of the economy of the EU member states.
To help repair the economic and social damage brought by the coronavirus pan-
demic, kick-start a European recovery and protect and create jobs, the European
Commission came forward with a major recovery plan for Europe on 27 May
2020 (European Commission, 2020, p. 4). The core values of the Strategic Plan
lie on the common efforts at the European level. This will support countries to
make the best out of the opportunities and challenges arising from an increas-
ingly digitalized global and rapidly changing world. As Bulgaria is a full EU
member state, the policy’s aim is to help entrepreneurs with great business ideas
obtain the necessary support to start up, grow and thrive. The general objective is
focused on a Europe fit for the digital age that includes covering key dimensions
like the level of connectivity, human capital, the use of internet, integration of
digital technology and digital public services (p. 7).

Yang et al (2020) state that ICTs allow for faster responses by supporting large-
scale participation and mass collaborations across state and national boundaries.
They give many examples like involving new entities in the existing humanitar-
ian collaboration network (e.g., volunteer, and technical communities who assist
during disasters, including pandemics); facilitating new forms of disaster relief
activities (e.g., digital humanitarians, online self-support groups); and enabling
diverse civic engagement (e.g., digital archives of deleted posts to counter cen-
sorship, efforts to counter disinformation campaigns).
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Researchers argue that a nation’s digital entrepreneurial capacity depends
largely on digital entrepreneurial behaviour, culture, and strategies as well as
on a supportive innovation ecosystem in which governments, industry, business,
educational institutions, and non-government organizations (NGOs) work to-
gether (Kiss et al., 2012). The measurement challenge of digital entrepreneurship
lies in the pervasive nature of the phenomenon itself that cannot be captured
by count-based measures of individual-level entrepreneurial action. Therefore, it
becomes important to monitor the conditions which set the business context of
entrepreneurs in the different EU member states (Venkatesh & Pusnkala, 2018).
The European Index of Digital Entrepreneurship Systems (EIDES) addresses the
measurement challenge by appraising the framework and systemic conditions for
stand-up, start-up, and scale-up activities in the 27 EU member states. Further-
more, the EIDES index also attempts to disentangle the digital component of the
just-mentioned entrepreneurial conditions and stages of development. There are
different stimuluses and motivation policies in the digital era that are focused on
the opportunities for competitiveness, practical application of innovative ideas as
start-ups. The financing programs are established to provide the development of
EU SMEs (Relevant programmes and projects, n.d.).

The research methodology is of a survey-descriptive type. Also a secondary
processing of quantitative data concerning certain economic indicators during
the period under review is performed. The processing of the information is done
with a specialized software product. Data Collection is based on secondary data
from national and international empirical studies conducted by private and state
sociological agencies, as well as authors’ teams of scientific and educational in-
stitutions, Eurostat, Doing Business 2020 of the World Bank, and the Strategic
Plan 2020 — 2024 of the EU. Furthermore, to get more insights in the digitaliza-
tion problems in Bulgaria, the Research utilized relevant secondary, qualitative,
and quantitative data as well. The external analysis of the Bulgarian enterprises
was done based on the findings from Desk Research. Its goal is to establish a
level of consistency in digitalization practices and to distinguish itself from the
current digital instruments used by EU-27 SMEs. It will also point out their com-
mon communication tools as well as their weak spots in terms of representation.

Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic forced the digitalization processes and we
wanted to identify to what extent and in which areas this impact is most sig-
nificant. Thus, we checked if there is a growth in the share of enterprises with
e-commerce sales after the pandemic.

93



94

Mina Angelova, Daniela Pastarmadzhieva

45
40
35
30
25
20
15 /\4

10

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
====Romania === Bulgaria s (GTeece
Luxembourg European Union Ireland

Source: Based on data from Eurostat.
Note: The EU data for 2020 and 2021 is for 27 countries and there is no data for Greece
in 2020.

Figure 2: Dynamics in the share of enterprises with e-commerce sales,
2017 — 2021, % of all enterprises

The results presented on Figure 2 display the countries with the smallest share
and the largest share in the examined years, alongside with Bulgaria and the EU
average. The data shows that there is not a unified single trend across the EU
member states and as concerns the EU average there is a slight increase.

We also tested the dynamics of the web sale of the enterprises across the EU
member states (Figure 3). The next figure displays the results of the countries
with the smallest share and the largest share in the examined years, alongside
with Bulgaria and the EU average. The results show that in Ireland, which is the
country with the highest share of web sale, there has been constant growth since
2017, which does not seem to be affected by the pandemic. Across the other
countries there is a variety of the results. A growth in the EU average is also
observed.
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Figure 3: Dynamics in the share of enterprises with web sales
(via websites, apps or marketplaces), 2017 — 2021, % of all enterprises

We also used Eurostat data, which directly measure the effect of the pandemic.
Figure 4 presents the results for three indicators, regarding the digitalization of
the enterprises.
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Figure 4: During 2020, enterprises have increased..., % of all enterprises
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Figure 4 displays the results of the countries with the smallest share and the
largest share in the examined years, alongside with Bulgaria and the EU average.
In each of the EU member states there is an increase in the percentage of persons
employed having remote access to their e-mail systems. It varies from 12% in
Lithuania to 55% in Malta.

The results are similar as concerns the percentage of persons employed having
remote access to the ICT systems of the enterprise other than e-mail. The increase
is 12% in Lithuania to 58% in Malta.

The area, which is most significantly affected by the pandemic is the num-
ber of remote meetings conducted by the enterprise (e.g., via Skype, Zoom, MS
Teams, etc.). In Bulgaria their number increased by 23% and in Finland — by
79%.

Figure 5 shows even more specified data, measuring the direct impact of the
pandemic on the transformation. It displays the results of the countries with the
smallest share and the largest share in the examined years, alongside with Bul-
garia and the EU average. The COVID-19 pandemic is attributed to enterprises
that report an increase in remote access to their e-mail system of up to 23% (in
Malta). Up to 28% (in Malta) declared that the pandemic caused the remote ac-
cess to their ICT systems. As concerns the increase of the remote meetings, up to
48% (in the Netherlands) of the enterprises from the EU member states is due to
the COVID-19.
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Furthermore, Figure 6 presents results, which show the direct impact of the
pandemic on the enterprises to start or increase the sale of goods or services via
internet. There is a variety across the EU member states regarding this indicator.
The share of the mentioned enterprises varies from 5% in Germany to 32% in
Malta. The EU average is 11% and Bulgaria is positioned under the average hav-
ing 9% of the enterprises, which started or increased the sale of goods or services
via internet.
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Figure 6: During 2020, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the enterprises started
or increased efforts to sell goods or services via internet, % of all enterprises

Conclusion

Digitalization has several facets and is thus complex to manage. However, if
managers can unify these disparate facets together under the central idea of go-
ing after opportunities as the key to future success and prosperity, it may help to
persuade employees.

This research suggests that while the presence of a digital enterprise might be
assumed, the ‘strength’ or quality of that process can necessarily be ascertained
a priori. In other words, being a ‘digital firm’ by virtue of growth characteristics,
for example, is a guarantee of having a unified innovation policy.

Innovation is the key to economic growth, competitiveness, and social welfare
in the 21st century. The capacity of a society to realize innovation is a critical
factor for its economy. Analysis of collected data using statistical software indi-
cated that among different dimensions of digitalization, there is dynamics in the
share of enterprises with e-commerce and web sales (via websites, apps, or mar-
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ketplaces). This is evidence, which confirms the authors’ thesis, namely that the
ability to apply digital solutions will lead to a greater effect on its management.

Digitalization in the context of Industry 4.0. presents an intriguing and fertile
ground for organizational research. It is an exciting phenomenon with broad im-
plications on strategy, innovation, and the workplace environment. Although the
research is at an early stage, this work has made important strides towards com-
prehensively identifying that due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the enterprises start-
ed or increased efforts to sell goods or services via internet to fight for survival in
this pivotal period. We can suggest to managers to increase organizational agility
and optimize customer relationship management with Intelligent Business Auto-
mation systems. Digital transformation has been going on for many years. How-
ever, many businesses do not use digital tools to their full potential or do not take
the essential actions to get results. Performance and digital maturity go hand in
hand. For instance, nations that continue to innovate and successfully implement
digital transformation programs are more effective and productive than others.

The result of these efforts is an opportunity for interesting future scholarship.
We can identify several potential new research streams that arise from a more
comprehensive understanding of digitalization processes and instruments. As
future research it would be interesting to conduct in-depth interviews with man-
agers from digital enterprises. These streams will provide significant scholarly
contributions to digital enterprises as a theoretical construct and to the entrepre-
neurship field at large.

The performed research clearly demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic
inevitably has impacted the digitalization of the EU member states. Another im-
portant conclusion is that the digitalization processes are not affected the same
way and there is variety across the countries of the EU. Although there is an
increase in the enterprises, which started to use internet to perform their business
the most affected area is the way the business meetings are made, namely using
various platforms for remote meetings such as Skype, Zoom, MS Teams, etc.

However, the current study not only provides answers but raises additional
questions. One of the most important concerns the factors which are relevant for
the level of digitalization of the countries. Why in some countries the enterprise
adopts many digital approaches and instruments, while in others even COVID-19
was not able to force to a high degree the processes of digitalization? Further-
more, we intend to research more European countries to examine if there are
clusters.
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