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Abstract: With transition to the 21st century, there are radical changes that influence on every aspect of the business, including how 

goods and services are produced. With the launch of Internet and high-speed communication, the market has indeed become global and 

fragmented. Customers require smaller quantities and more personalized products. Traditional production, with its broad approach and 

static organizational style, can no longer compete in global markets. Customers are now looking for more flexibility, shorter delivery times 

and more diverse products and services. The flexibility of an enterprise makes it possible not only to adapt to the rapidly changing 

environment but also to the opportunities it provides. The flexible enterprise is able quickly to reorganize its people, management, 

technology, equipment and operational philosophy to produce products and services tailored to customer needs or new markets. Flexibility 

is a strategic solution for survival in today's market conditions. Small and medium-sized enterprises are doomed to operate flexibly.  
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1. Introduction 

This research is being carried out in the range of a scientific 

project №14/2019 of Department of Industrial Management in 

Technical University of Varna, financed by the state budget and 

devoted to the current problem of searching for opportunities for 

building and managing the typical for Bulgarian economy small and 

medium enterprises (SMEs) in order to be competitive and able to 

cope with competitive pressure of the global markets. The project is 

attended by lecturers and students from the department. It is 

currently implementing in two stages – theoretical and practical. 

Here is presented the first theoretical stage. The focus of the study 

is on the research objectives of the project: 

1. Analysis and evaluation of the existing business models in 

SMEs in Bulgaria; 

2. Exploring the opportunities for building and managing 

flexible SMEs in Bulgaria in line with the international standards to 

achieve strong market positions in the long term. 

3. Development of a concept for digital transformation of the 

business of SMEs. 

Within the analysis of the business environment in which 

Bulgarian SMEs operate and the business models that they 

implement, it is concluded that one of the reasons for their poor 

positioning in the global economic environment is the lack of 

flexibility and adaptability. This study makes a systematic analysis 

of these two important characteristics of the business in order to 

outline the main directions of the inescapable change of the existing 

business models in Bulgarian SMEs. Study Methodology that is 

used in the theoretical stage is critical analisys. Tools and metrics of 

flexible businesses are defined. In the second stage of the project 

they will be effectively monitored, analyzed and processed for the 

Bulgarian SMEs. 

As the industrial economy of 20th century recedes to the creative 

economy of 21st century, the attributes that make businesses ideal 

for the 20th century can cripple them in the 21st century. So they will 

have to change dramatically. Industrial economies are so efficient in 

the production of goods that majority of the workforce can now be 

freed and engaged in providing services or in producing abstract 

goods such as data, software, news. 

The flexibility is becoming an increasingly important factor of 

competitiveness. The flexibility of today's enterprise is reflected in 

strategies for fragmenting mass markets into niche markets, gaining 

competitive advantages based on customer perceived value, 

producing multiple products and services in different market 

amounts, designing solutions interactively with customers, 

organizing change and fast response, leadership, motivation, 

support and trust, make full use of information and communication 

technologies, capabilities, resources and assets, regardless of the 

estopolozhenieto their work by teams entrepreneurship, partnerships 

with other companies. [4] 

The digital business transformation is an objective process that 

responds to changing business environments. Its implementation 

requires a clear strategy and prioritization supported by financial 

resources, leadership and active participation of all employees of 

the organization. Transformation of the business operations in 

organization covers the automation of R&D, production and 

distribution processes. The digitization of routine research 

processes, information gathering and prototyping shortens the 

innovation process the innovation process. Digital technologies also 

enable the capacity of employees at different levels to be developed 

in separate functional areas. Increasing remote work, decision-

making based on customer-generated data, helps to make decision-

making faster for production in different production units. [5]  

2. Strategic vision for the development of flexible 

small and medium-sized enterprises 

Most of the successful flexible practices are in fact a 

continuation of existing production practices. Producing 

optimization is one of the successful approaches that have been 

applied in the past, as innovations are being implemented very 

slowly, but many companies are still implementing it. With the fast 

changing competitive conditions, there is a need to create new types 

of businesses capable of coping with and thriving in a complex and 

constantly changing business environment - enterprises that can 

continually change and adapt themselve. This requires strategic 

vision for the development of enterprises to be fully associated with 

changes in the business environment. This includes creating a 

strategy to ensure that SMEs operate in three interrelated directions 

such as: 

 Niche enterprises - to develop and exploit abilities to 

prosper in the face of the growing diversity of customers and 

markets and to deal with the problems of a fragmented and diverse 

world. 

 Knowledge-based enterprises - to develop and use 

knowledge and information for a sustainable competitive advantage 

and as a source of wealth. 

 Flexible (adaptive) enterprises - to develop and exploit 

opportunities for prosperity in a changing, insecure and 

unpredictable business environment. [2] 

Flexible production is formed in these three interrelated 

directions. However, flexibility is only one component of the 21st 

century manufacturing strategy. Many companies are successfully 

developing niche businesses by using concepts and strategies 

related to personalizing products at mass production prices. 

However, many of them have not actively explored the issue of 

entrepreneurship, although more and more companies begin to 

explore this area and better define and further develop their 
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concepts. When analyzing companies involved in ever-expanding 

personalization, it is obvious that there is often no flexibility. 

Flexibility is typical of best practices. Flexible production is a 

strategy aimed at developing the ability of SMEs to prosper for a 

long time. In this respect, it is similar to the production strategy as it 

has to support business and marketing strategies. However, these 

strategies also need to be modified to take advantage of flexible 

production capabilities. As a strategy, flexible production has 

objectives, structures, processes and resources, not just individual 

solutions, specific technologies, methods, etc., viewed in 

isolation.[1]  

The emphasis is on the design of enterprise as whole so as to 

achieve certain characteristics rather than the partial adoption of 

operational decisions. Flexible production requires the application 

of some current best practices, product concepts, technologies and 

ideas to be reassessed, modified or even abandoned. In the same 

way that mass production has led to the disappearance of many craft 

firms, flexible production is likely to lead to the elimination of 

many mass-produced firms, even those with better production. The 

most profitable businesses will manage information instead 

focusing on physical assets only. Good information management 

can enable beginners to defeat established players. Using the 

information to manage themselves and serve their customers better, 

companies will be able to make things cheaper, faster and with 

much less waste. [2], [3] 

The flexible production also leads to more flexible competition. 

This is not a vague concept of how a company should work not only 

to survive but to outperform others. This includes: 

 Innovative alliances between suppliers, customers and 

producers in the search for valuables; 

 Strong concepts of flexibility with technological 

capabilities. 

Innovative unions and concepts are integrated and characterized 

by specific organizations, teamwork, empowerment, personalization 

and social responsibility. There are no exact prescriptions to achieve 

flexibility; however, there are a few general guidelines to help 

organizations become more flexible: [4] 

1. Customer benefits - companies sell solutions - provide 

unlimited variety of products, information and services; 

2. Cooperation to strengthen competition: 

 Internal - inter-functional teams, empowerment; 

 External - supply chain management; 

3. Managing Change and Uncertainty 

 Fast reconstruction of installations and facilities; 

 Fast decision making at all organizational levels. 

4. Use of people and information 

 Allocation of power, resources and awards. 

 

3. Tools and measures of flexible enterprises 

3.1. Transaction analysis 

Transaction analysis helps to recognize the inherent complexity 

of engineering partnerships and shows the need to develop tools. It 

reveals where intensive transaction activity is being conducted and 

allows to see how activities at a given moment are related to 

activities elsewhere. Actual transactions do not necessarily 

correspond to official organizational schemes or approved transfers 

of information but relate to the extent to which they differ and are a 

good indication of how participants should change the formal 

process in order to make progress.[4] 

3.2. Cost chains for different activities 

The cost chains for different activities are expansion of activity-

based expenditure. They are result from the use of direct cost 

measurement methods during the transaction analysis. In many 

cases, transactions can be cost-related. Cost analyzes for different 

activities show how much it is worth doing some basic activity, 

such as changing design, adjusting parameters or reducing 

tolerances, etc. Knowledge of costs can help justify improvements 

in design and business processes. Most companies, however, do not 

know their actual costs to the required accuracy, and usually collect 

costs in functionally defined cost items instead of linking them to 

processes or functional boundaries. 

3.3. Organizational maps 

Organizational maps clearly show who what do in the network 

of vendors. Products are usually linked to assembly nodes and tools, 

and are divided into very small elements and each item is assigned 

to another supplier. If companies make these cards during the early 

design of the product, they could plan who the partners should be 

and start thinking about who to do. Vendor selection criteria can be 

formulated based on where suppliers are on the map and what is 

their involvement in shaping compliance with customer 

requirements. [4] 

3.4. Customer orientation 

World-class manufacturers focus on being close to customers, 

customer prosperity and going farther and exploring how much 

value to add to customers through the use of products and services 

of the company. The company is required to understand more about 

the use of its products than the customers themselves know. To 

meet the real needs of customers, a company must sell solutions 

rather than products. It may be necessary to add additional services 

or technical support or special conditions. It may be necessary to 

add additional products supplied by other companies, sometimes 

even by competitors to meet the needs of customers. To be flexible, 

a company must design or develop products that are specifically 

focused on individual customer requirements. The design process 

must be integrated with the manufacturing process. Often products 

can be modulated to allow configuration, not a separate design of 

each product, thus simplifying the design process. Sometimes, 

automated design systems (Computer Aided Design – CAD) need 

to be introduced so that CAD systems can replace much of the 

designer's skills from the design process. Sometimes these CAD 

systems are integrated with CAM systems for automated 

manufacturing (Computer Aided Manufacturing - CAM) so that 

projects can be automatically delivered to computer-controlled 

production machines (CAD/CAM systems). The design process can 

be greatly improved if customers are involved in it. This close 

collaboration allows the development of products that can develop 

over time and the customer and the company work together. This 

leads to the development of long-term relationships. 

The new information systems technology enables the company's 

staff to be in direct contact with each other, wherever people around 

the world are. This can be a powerful tool that connects people, 

customers and other third parties in close cooperation.[2], [4] 

3.5. Information system and virtual collaboration 

Available, complete, relevant, and easy-to-access information is 

quickly becoming a key competitive weapon that allows customer 

contacts to be thorough and fruitful. This leads to the ability to 

closely link customer information systems to the company's 

systems. Wide Internet and World Wide Web access reveals a 

standard and direct method of access to information and provides 

customers with a standard connection to the company.  

The fast change in technology added new customer 

requirements. The seeking of highly customized, personalized 

products has led to much greater collaboration within and between 

companies. No company can possess all the necessary skills and 

knowledge. In order to meet these diverse and constantly changing 

needs, a great deal of cooperation within the company is needed. 

With the advent of the Information Revolution, various 

companies can easily communicate and collaborate over long 

distances and provide products and services that are widely 

dispersed geographically and politically. The beginning of the 

Information ege made possible to create a variety of virtual 

corporations that can quickly and efficiently meet customer and 
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market needs. Virtual corporations require significant trust, respect 

and openness. Information technologies that allow groups of people 

to work together effectively, even if geographically separated, they 

are tools that enable these informal, collaborative efforts to be 

developed. [4]  

3.6. Highly qualified specialists 

Flexible companies place a strong emphasis on the training and 

development of their people. Some of them are through traditional 

training courses, books and seminars, team initiatives to improve 

functionality or intelligent use of information technology, making 

the latest information immediately available for education or 

analysis. Leadership, motivation and trust must replace the 

traditional style of management and control. 

A major trend supporting the ability of a flexible enterprise is its 

ability to coordinate its knowledge through its employees. This 

increased need for coordination is due to the shorter life cycle of the 

product and is reflected in the changing composition of the 

workforce. Technology-intensive companies also step up 

cooperation with universities to find the necessary professionals or 

develop qualification programs for their own staff. [2] 

3.7. Internet Challenges and Opportunities for 

Business 

Whether a company is involved in planning, supplying, 

manufacturing or delivering products, the internet is changing the 

way it works today. The traditional model of the vertically oriented 

enterprise is aging. Rapidly changing demand or the fast turnover of 

product technology means that the company earns the least of the 

assets and most of the information. As manufacturers struggle to 

meet growing demand for products tailored to their customers' 

needs, they face an exponential increase in product complexity, 

unprecedented competitive pressure for faster product realization, 

and growing dependence on their supply chains. In order to 

compete, a flexible enterprise must create an environment in which 

both customers and partners can participate in the innovation 

process and where new products can be delivered dynamically, as 

demand requires, all at competitive prices. Focused on all phases of 

the product lifecycle, from concept and definition to production, 

service and disposal, co-product marketing allows manufacturers to 

collaborate online with customers, suppliers and partners 

throughout the development and delivery process. The evolution of 

the Internet can be compared to the 19th century industrial 

revolution where, for a relatively short period of time, huge 

productivity gains have been achieved. Now the industrial economy 

of the past is giving way to the creative economy and the 

corporations are at another crossroads. The attributes that make 

them ideal for the 20th century can cripple them in the 21st century. 

Converting from the traditional supply chain concept into a 

customer-centric value chain, where all resources and processes are 

optimized to serve customers faster and better, is a challenging task 

for a company of any size. The perception of many of these 

organizations is that transferring from manual or unintegrated 

automated business processes to fully integrated automated 

processes provided by information technology would be too 

difficult, destructive to the business, and costly. For SMEs, 

implementing IT should not be a choice between everything or 

nothing. Given the unique challenges facing companies, it is clear 

that low-tech market technology needs to be business-focused, 

inexpensive, easy to implement, and easy to learn and use. 

Performance must be relatively fast - and therefore there must be 

return on investment (ROI). SMEs wishing to adopt the value chain 

paradigm can succeed if they choose the right solutions according to 

the scale and scope of their business and if they apply intelligent 

technology in the areas where they will add the greatest value. [2] 

In many developing companies, the application of technology is 

more an evolution than a revolution. Companies usually start with 

an unofficial accounting package. Later, they can add software 

packages for specific functions - inventory management, or 

barcoding and identification, but in general, many business 

processes in small or medium-sized organizations are still done 

manually. However, more and more companies recognize the value 

of integrated information and adopt it in one form or another in 

applications specifically designed for production such as Material 

Requirements Planning (MRP), Material Resources Planning (MRP 

II) and Manufacturing Execution System (MES). The problem is 

that these solutions, although offering a certain level of integration, 

focus almost exclusively on manufacturing and plant operations 

rather than on overall business processes. While product offer 

solutions often result in significant savings as a result of operational 

efficiency and waste reduction, they can not in themselves make the 

enterprise flexible or increase the value of an enterprise or create an 

intrinsic value in customer relations. 

In order to achieve sustainable growth, companies should focus 

their efforts on those who can stimulate this growth - their 

customers. Building a value chain involves integrating every aspect 

of the business to achieve optimal value for customers. This is the 

safest way to build sustainable growth and long-term value. 

Advances in technology enable the development of a whole range 

of new solutions for small and medium-sized businesses - from 

scalable Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems to delivering 

solutions for stand-alone supply chain applications. [2] 

The network and its ever-growing relationship between 

information flows change the way in which future businesses will 

be required to function. 

There are tremendous advantages in using the Internet to deepen 

and secure customer relationships, making it more accessible, 

providing better service and lock-out key relationships. To achieve 

this, an enterprise needs to create an open information system that 

integrates with all the supply chain partners' applications. As a 

result, those who are the most flexible and have the fastest reaction 

time will succeed. Realizing that manufacturers are ready to 

compete strongly for their business, customers are increasingly 

looking for customization of products. Given these challenges, how 

does a small or medium-sized company differ from its competitors? 

More and more, the answer is to serve value-added customers. 

There is a merger of products and services, making the service a 

major differentiator. First customer placement is the driving force 

behind the growing popularity of Customer Relationship 

Management (CRM). Sometimes called the Next Generation Sales 

Automation, these systems integrate sales and marketing 

information with all transactional information related to customer 

product acquisition, when, where, and how they want it. CRM 

focuses not only on internal processes but also on input and 

customer processes, focusing on delivering a high level of 

personalized contact and customer care. Receiving customer 

feedback in real time and feedback actions will be the norm of a 

flexible enterprise. Customer retention requires: 

 Individual product: More non-standard products. 

Customers need products designed for their specifications. 

 Personalized Marketing: Ads for products that customers 

are looking for - via e-mail or magazine pages. 

 Non-Refusal Service: Sales staff must be trained to 

respond to customer problems as if they were the most important 

things in the world without any refusal. 

 Fast change: The flexible enterprise will not wait to make 

these changes. Customers can now shop in competition. 

Along with the increasing focus on CRM is another major trend 

- Ecommerce - which is already rethinking the way businesses do 

business. With sales on the Internet and the World Wide Web, e-

commerce is growing at an incredible speed. [5] 

Today, the value chain is also driven by the preferences and 

requirements of the end user as well as by the company's own 

strategic goals. For customer-centric professionals, the customer-

centric value chain can be a viable path to sustainable growth 

through higher productivity and increased market share. To achieve 

these goals, companies seek to reduce operating and inventory 
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costs, rationalize production, shorten delivery and delivery times, 

and maximize profits and return on assets.  

To add value to the enterprise, IT needs to be implemented 

intelligently and strategically and achieve the best result. With the 

right decisions, the company can only realize the modules it needs 

at the moment and add functionality as business needs expand and 

grow. 

It is crucial to allocate sufficient time, budget and internal 

resources to ensure the efficiency of IT infrastructure and the 

success of its implementation. Adopting a business-oriented 

approach to transforming the traditional supply chain into a 

customer-centric value chain with a look at return on investment is 

a prudent solution in this technology. Smartly integrated software 

solutions make good processes better, slower processes faster, and 

valuable information is more accessible to everyone who needs it, 

across the enterprise and beyond. 

As the industrial economy of the 20th century recedes to the 

creative economy of the 21st century, the attributes that make 

businesses ideal for the 20th century can cripple them in the 21st 

century. They have to change dramatically. Industrial economies are 

so efficient in the production of physical commodities that most of 

the workforce can be released and can provide services or produce 

abstract goods: data, software, news. The most important 

intellectual property is at the head of each employee. The best a 

corporation can do is to create an environment in which the best 

people want to stay. Sustainable employee relationships are 

becoming a huge asset because these employees are what links the 

company with partners. Managers in this new economy need to 

adapt to new rules. The Internet gives everyone in an organization 

the ability to access information instantly from anywhere. The 21st 

century corporation must adapt to its network management. The 

rapid flow of information will penetrate the organization. Orders 

will be completed and finalized electronically without a single 

phone call or a piece of paper. 

The most profitable businesses will manage information instead 

of focusing on physical assets only. Good information management 

can enable a beginner to beat the established player. Using the 

information to manage themselves and serve their customers better, 

companies will be able to make things cheaper, faster and with 

much less waste. 

Mass customization will lead to waves of personalized products 

and services, as well as huge savings for companies that will no 

longer need to know what and how many customers want. [2] 

3.8. Dependence on intellectual capital 

The advantage of introducing pre-market products on the 

market will be shorter than ever, because technologies such as the 

internet will allow their competitors to compare or overwhelm them 

almost immediately. To overcome the new steep product curve, it is 

critical for businesses to attract and retain the best thinkers. Old 

command and control hierarchies must give way to organizations 

that empower a large number of people and reward them as owners. 

The flexible enterprise of the future will look for talents and 

resources, especially intellectual capital, wherever they are around 

the world, just as it will sell its products and services around the 

world. The web will seamlessly connect every outpost, so 

freelancers and freelancers can work together in real time. Internet 

is an instrument and the greatest impact of this tool is speed. The 

speed of action and the speed of the discussions and the speed of 

information have increased. The speed in every aspect of the 

product life cycle will be critical. 

 

 

 

 

4. Conclusion 

The flexible enterprises of 21st century will look like a complex 

network that connects partners, employees, outsourcers, suppliers 

and customers in a variety of collaborations. Managing this 

complex network of partners, individual businesses, contractors and 

freelancers will be just as important as managing internal 

operations. The company of the future has to adapt its products to 

each individual customer by turning customers into partners and 

giving them the technology to design and demand exactly what they 

want. In recent years, there is a very clear trend for every industry 

to digitize. However, this transformation requires a complete 

change of traditional business models. Transforming the business 

model into a new digital business and digital globalization are 

processes that go by adding digital content to existing products and 

services and introducing new digital solutions. 

The change that the business needs is to adapt existing 

organizational structures throughout the organization. Centralized 

structures are slowly adapting to the changing environment, because 

the design and management of changes in activities and processes 

takes place over a long period of time. Even interfacial teams do not 

have the ability to change quickly because of the hierarchy of 

decision-making. There is a need for a new and more flexible model 

of leadership and leadership across the organization to meet the 

transformation of leadership thinking with multidisciplinary teams 

of experts and experienced staff. Small and medium businesses 

require flexible solutions. 

The corporation of the 21st century will not have an ideal form. 

Some will be completely virtual, entirely dependent on a network of 

suppliers, manufacturers and distributors for their survival. Some of 

the most successful companies will be very small and very 

specialized. Some businesses will go on beyond the time it takes to 

reach the market. As soon as this happens, these temporary 

organizations will transfer their innovations to receiving companies 

that can use them more quickly and at less cost.  
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