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 Digital Transformation and its Impact on Business Strategy in SMEs in Wales:
Research how competitive digital tools shape positioning and strategic decision-making.
INTRODUCTION
Gillespie (2023) suggests that Small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) comprise more than 99% of all firms and are vital to a nation's economy. Digital transformation has emerged as a crucial tactic for SMEs to boost productivity, encourage innovation, and preserve competitive positioning in an era of swift technology improvements. This study will examine how SMEs in Wales use digital technologies to influence their competitive positioning and strategic decision-making. Perkin and Abraham (2021) describe how Digital transformation, which has gone from a technological opportunity to a vital necessity for managing the needs and expectations of businesses, has changed the corporate environment by incorporating cutting-edge technology into business planning. Examples of these technologies include artificial intelligence, cloud computing, data analytics, and the Internet of Things (IoT). Kraus et al. (2021) suggest that by influencing competitive positioning and strategic decision-making, these technologies enable companies to adjust to quickly shifting market conditions.
According to Priyono, Moin, and Putri (2020), the business world is becoming more digital, and the Covid-19 epidemic has amplified this behaviour. From being a technology opportunity, digital transformation (DT) is now necessary to meet the demands and expectations of the world's expanding population. Due to these advancements, many businesses have seen significant changes, with DT establishing new procedures and methods that may impact the fundamental frameworks of an organization's operations. Resolving issues related to efficacy and efficiency is DT's primary goal. It is doubtful that businesses in Wales can compete in the new digital world if they do not quickly establish and adopt the DT strategy. However, the shift to this new reality should not be taken lightly because, like any change process, it has several risks and challenges (Baker, 2022).


RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The following objectives guarantee that the Research covers theoretical and practical elements by offering a comprehensive framework for addressing the interaction between digital transformation and business strategy in Wales SMEs:

1. Examine the Use of Digital Tools in Strategic Decision-Making Processes by looking into;
a. How Wales SMEs use digital technologies, including data analytics, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence, in their strategic planning.
b. Determine which aspects of decision-making—risk assessment, market forecasting, and resource allocation—are most impacted by digital transformation (Azevedo and Almeida, 2021).
2. Assess How Digital Transformation Affects Competitive Positioning by
a. Analysing how SMEs may use digital technologies to boost customer interaction, operational efficiency, and product innovation to further differentiate themselves in the market.

b. Examine scenarios where digital transformation has resulted from a quantifiable change in competitive advantages, such as a larger market share or lower operating costs (Nelson, 2021).
3. Determine Sector-Specific Digital Transformation Trends by;
a. Examining if different businesses such as manufacturing, retail, healthcare, and technology have different adoptions and effects of digital technologies.

b. Investigate which businesses adopt digital technologies quickly and what strategic advantages accompany them (Vaz, 2021).
4. Analyse How Organisational Culture and Leadership Affect Digital Transformation:
a. Analyse how organisational preparedness and leadership philosophies affect the success of SMEs' digital transformation projects.
b. Examine how cultural elements that support or undermine strategy alignment with digital goals include staff training and receptivity to innovation.
5. Examine the Obstacles to SMEs' Digital Transformation by;
a. Determining and examining the main obstacles SMEs must overcome, including lack of capital, inexperience, and change aversion.
b. Explore external factors that affect SMEs' capacity to use digital tools, such as government policies and competitive pressures.
6. Examine Best Practices and Solutions for Digital Adoption by;
a. Highlighting effective tactics for overcoming obstacles to digital transformation, emphasising collaborations, educational initiatives, and government grants.
b. Give SMEs practical recommendations on using digital tools for successful strategic decision-making and market positioning (Muktamar et al., 2023).
The Rise of Digital Transformation in SMEs
Due to changing customer expectations and technology breakthroughs, SMEs' digital transformation journeys have accelerated recently. SMEs make up 99.9% of all enterprises in the UK, according to the Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (BEIS) of the UK Government, highlighting their significance to the country's economy. SMEs are embracing technologies like cloud computing, social networking, data analytics, and e-commerce platforms at an increasing rate as digital tools become more widely available (Gov.UK, 2022). According to Rakibul et al. (2024), SMEs may make data-driven choices, improve customer engagement, and streamline operations with the help of competitive digital technologies. By levelling the playing field, incorporating these solutions increases operational efficiency and enables SMEs to compete with more significant enterprises.
According to Research by Licong and Ghosh (2023), SMEs use a range of digital technologies to improve their business plans; examples of digital tools in SMEs:
1. Cloud Computing: The speed, scalability, and flexibility that cloud computing offers allow companies to create, innovate, and maintain corporate IT solutions, enabling SMEs to operate efficiently (Shetty and Panda, 2021).


2. Data Analytics: is the act of gathering, examining, and interpreting big data sets in order to identify market patterns and trends. The aim is to utilise the knowledge acquired to increase performance and make informed strategic decisions to help SMEs grow (Jackson, 2022).

3. Social Media Platforms: Enhance brand visibility and customer engagement while offering a channel for direct customer connections (Saura, 2021).

4. E-commerce Platforms: this platform allows a broader market spectrum, which boosts sales channels for SMEs via online stores (OECD, 2021) like Shopify, Amazon and Alibaba.
Impact of DT on Strategic Decision-Making:
Verma (2024) agrees that decision-making frameworks have changed due to incorporating digital tools into company operations. SMEs may take a more methodical and evidence-based approach with data analytics and market insights, whereas traditional decision-making methods frequently depend on experience and intuition.
Verma (2024) further agrees that Improving market positioning depends greatly on digital transformation. By leveraging digital technologies, SMEs can respond swiftly to new trends, adjust to shifting consumer tastes, and stand out in competitive marketplaces.
While DT has its challenges, Teker, Teker and Orendil (2022) suggest that the digital phenomenon of DT presents a chance to innovate and rethink how businesses conduct their operations, notwithstanding the constraints associated with digital transformation. The definitions of the two primary facets of digital transformation are (1) technology and (2) user or customer. An organization's business model, collaborative approach, and culture can be updated or replaced through the continuous strategic renewal process known as "digital transformation," which leverages advancements in digital technology. Kraus et al. (2022) further highlight that a successful DT's potential benefits include increased sales and productivity, value creation innovations, and new ways to engage with consumers. According to Bux et al. (2022), DT offers technologies like analytics and machine learning, which may lead to many possibilities for internal efficiency gains and organisational solutions. While large consulting firms like McKinsey and Boston Consulting have actively promoted the positive connotations of the DT discussion, Sullivan and Kern (2021) suggest a growing awareness of potential adverse effects. For instance, it is important to have responsible approaches to managing DT or societal and ethical issues.
However, Margit (2023) further argues that SMEs frequently lack the funds and know-how needed for digital transformation. Cybersecurity issues and organisational reluctance further hamper progress. Initiatives supported by the government, leadership support, and strategy alignment are necessary for a successful transition.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design: This project will use a qualitative method to collect detailed information from SMEs in Wales through case studies/secondary data, focus groups and interviews.
Case studies / Secondary Data: select a diverse range of SMEs who have strategically integrated digital tools in their business successfully and analyse their experience, challenge and outcomes.
Focus groups / Semi-structured interviews: Conduct semi-structured interviews and FGDs to learn about business owners' and managers' opinions on DT, decision-making procedures and market positioning tactics. For this process, an interview guide will be developed to focus on using digital tools in strategic planning frameworks. At the same time, the sample selection will target SMEs across some sectors to capture a broad spectrum of experiences. Furthermore, qualitative data from interviews and case studies will be analysed to identify common patterns, insights and implications related to digital transformation and strategic decision-making (Mcburney and White, 2021). 



Research Questions
· How do digital technologies change the way SMEs make strategic decisions?

· What are the main benefits that digital transformation offers in terms of competition?

· What obstacles must SMEs overcome to use digital technologies, and how can they do so?

Expected Outcomes
1. Identifying key digital tools: This Research will clarify which digital tools SMEs use most frequently and how they are used in particular business plan applications.

2. Insights into Decision-Making Processes: All aspects of how digital technologies impact strategic decision-making in SMEs will be well understood through this Research.

3. Market Positioning Analysis: By presenting effective tactics used by SMEs, the study will demonstrate the connection between improved market positioning and digital transformation.

4. Recommendations for SMEs: The results will give SMEs practical advice on using digital technologies to gain more strategic advantages while highlighting more insights into overcoming barriers to digital transformation.
Relevance of this Research
This Research is important because it discusses how digital transformation shapes business plans for small and medium-sized enterprises in Wales. Policymakers and SME leaders would benefit greatly from understanding how competitive digital tools affect market positioning and decision-making. The results will also add to the body of knowledge already available on digital transformation and how it affects small enterprises. Expanding this Research would also include Sector-Specific analysis exploring how DT varies across specific businesses, providing nuanced insights for sector-specific strategies.
Timeline
	Phase
	Duration
	Activities

	Literature Review
	1st Month
	Reviewing Journal articles and case studies

	Data Collection (interviews)
	2nd Month
	Conducting interviews and data gathering

	Data Analysis
	3rd Month
	Thematic analysis of data collated

	Report Writing
	4th Month
	Drafting and revising the dissertation

	Final Review and Submission
	5th Month
	Final review before submission



CONCLUSION
The purpose of this Research is to investigate how business strategy in Welsh SMEs is affected by digital transformation. By examining how competitive digital tools influence market positioning and decision-making, this Research will offer important insights into maximising digital strategies for long-term success. The results will improve knowledge of SMEs' digital transformation while providing helpful advice on using technology to accomplish strategic goals.
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