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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to indicate how the relational and digital competencies of individuals impact value
creation processes during a cooperation between companies in a digitized environment. The paper applies
the case study method and analyzes a digitized small company operating in Poland and its cooperators
(confectionery shops, end commercial businesses and individual customers). The study contributes to the
literature on individual and managerial competencies by addressing both the relational and digital
competencies of individuals needed for value creation. It proposes a novel approach to the
conceptualization of individuals’ relational and digital competencies needed for value creation in a
digitized environment by companies from both digital and traditional industries. It also presents
managerial implications and identifies the individual relational and digital competencies of Polish
managers that are needed to create value in a dynamic, digitized environment.
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INTRODUCTION 2008). Therefore, the most recent studies
underline that a vital role in value creation is
played by relational capabilities (Rungsithong et
al., 2017) or networking capabilities (Mu et al.,
2017); that is, capabilities important in the
improvement of cooperation and the
management of business relationships (Mitrega
et al., 2018), as well as in the creation of value. In

Value, understood as key positive outcomes of
companies’ activities (Baraldi & Lind, 2017; Haas
et al., 2012), is recognized as a vital anchor of
management action (Corsaro, 2019; Lindgreen et
al., 2012). Value is not created solely by single
and isolated companies, however (Vargo et al.,
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current  research, the capabilities or
competencies needed to create value are mostly
analyzed at the organizational level (Hsieh et al.,
2012; Leite & Bengtson, 2018; Smals & Smits,
2011). It is important to note that, however, that
“The company’s activity is not limited to
impersonal interactions between ‘companies’ or
‘institutions’. Companies are managed by
people” (Ratajczak-Mrozek, 2017, p. 4). Although
Lepak, Smith & Taylor (2007) stress that different
levels of value creation analysis should be
considered, including the individual,
organizational and societal levels, still “Detailed
investigations of individuals and their associated
competencies relative to the company’s operant
and operand resources in value creation
processes remains scant” (Waseem, Biggemann
& Garry, 2018, p. 6). Therefore, we are responding
to the calls of Waseem et al. (2018) for further
investigation into individuals and their
competencies in the value creation process.

We focus specifically on the relational
competencies of individuals, as these are single
people who create and develop cooperation, and
their competencies determine how this
cooperation, including value creation, proceeds.
Surprisingly, despite its importance, research
into relational competencies at the individual
level is limited (Corsaro, 2019; Kihkoénen &
Lintukangas, 2018; Waseem et al., 2018).

The creation of value is, in part, determined by
the business environment, which is undergoing a
digital transformation (Garrido-Moreno et al.,
2020; Ratten & Jones, 2020). Digitalization
impacts every area of companies’ activities, both
companies operating in a traditional, analogue
way and those more technologically advanced.
These changes affect cooperation between
companies, as well as value creation. We can
assume that in a digitized environment, both the
relational and digital competencies of
individuals (managers as well as employees) are
important for value creation. Digital
competencies are “the set of knowledge, skills,
attitudes (...) that are required when using ICT
and digital media” (Ferrari, 2013, p. 3). In the
context of Poland, this can make value creation
in the digitized environment doubly challenging,
as not only do the relational competencies of
Polish managers with regard to trust, openness
and willingness to cooperate with others tend to

be low, but the implementation of technologies
based on cooperation also suffers in the process
(Gracel & Makowiec, 2017). Although there is
some research on the level of digital
competencies in Poland (Sledziewska et al.,
2017; zak, 2016), as well as studies in which
digital competencies are crucial for business in
general (Potemkin & Rasskazova, 2020;
Ravichandran, 2018), the problem of the
individuals’ competencies needed to create value
resulting from cooperation in the context of
Poland remains unexplored. Hence, the paper
aims to indicate how the relational and digital
competencies of individuals impact value
creation processes during cooperation between
companies in a digitized environment.

We apply the case study method and analyze a
small, digitized company operating in Poland and
its co-operators. The company is an online
platform for confectionery shops, businesses and
individual customers, providing online ordering
of cakes. The case study method allows the
problem to be investigated in depth by taking
into account the dynamics of the specific context
(Halinen & Tornroos, 2005) and, as a result,
analyze “how” the phenomena occur (Welch &
Paavilainen-Mantymadki, 2014).

The contribution of our paper is twofold. First,
we contribute to the literature on individual and
managerial competencies, which despite their
importance in value creation processes, remain
unexplored. In particular, research combining
relational and digital competencies in the
context of value creation has been scarce and is
usually focused on industries that rely heavily on
technology such as mechanical and plant
engineering (Kinkel et al., 2017). To fill the
existing gap, we propose a novel approach to the
conceptualization of individuals’ relational and
digital competencies needed for value creation in
a digitized environment by companies from both
digital and traditional industries. Second, we
present managerial implications and identify the
individual relational and digital competencies of
Polish managers that are needed to create value
in a dynamic, digitized environment. These
competencies are important for managers
working in industries considered as traditional
but which, as a result of changes in the external
environment, are forced to digitize some of the
company’s processes.
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Our paper is structured as follows. First, we
discuss the concept of value creation and the
literature on the competencies of individuals in
cooperation and value creation, with a particular
emphasis on relational and digital competencies
in the context of Poland. Next, after a
presentation of the methodology, we analyze the
case study of a Polish online platform provider.
Based on the analysis, we propose a framework
for the relational and digital competencies
needed by individuals to support value creation
in a digitized environment. We conclude with
the managerial implications of our findings.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Importance of Individuals’ Relational
Competencies in Cooperation and Value
Creation

Following Ford, Mattsson & Snehota (2017, p.
30), we define value as a positive key outcome of
“combining and recombining resources,
coordinating  activities and  connecting
individuals within and across businesses”. Value
is not created by a single company on its own, as
resources or other forms of cooperation are
needed to create value (Vargo et al., 2008).
Therefore, the belief that as the result of
cooperation value will be created, and that the
created outcomes will outweigh any perceived
sacrifices, is a necessary condition for the
willingness to continue cooperation (Walter et
al., 2001).

Of significant importance in the process of
value creation are a company’s internal
capabilities, allowing different resources to be
found, used and combined in order to respond to
market competitors (Forkmann et al., 2018) or to
manage cooperation with business partners
(Moller & Torrénen, 2003). In the context of
cooperation, the importance of relational
capabilities and/or networking capabilities for
value creation has already been underlined
(Kdhkonen et al., 2015; Mu et al., 2017). These
two types of capabilities (relational and
networking), although discussed separately in
the existing literature, amount to the same
phenomenon; that is, the special organizational
capabilities that are needed to cooperate with
other business entities (Martin & Bachrach, 2018;
Mitrega et al., 2018). Relational capabilities are
defined as the organizational capabilities needed

to cooperate with other business entities, such as
suppliers or customers (Chen & Kitsis, 2017;
Forkmann et al, 2018), and are strongly
embedded in organizational routines (Ngugi,
2019). Networking capabilities, in turn, are
understood as a company’s ability to exploit
existing relationships, as well as to establish new
ones to achieve a competitive advantage (Mu et
al., 2017). As these two types of capabilities refer
to a similar phenomenon, from now on we will
refer only to the former in the paper.

In the current literature, relational capabilities
are mainly analyzed at the organizational level in
the process of value creation. However, analysis
of the capabilities important for value creation
should also include the individual level (Lepak et
al, 2007; Waseem et al., 2018). The rare
exceptions that investigate the relational
capabilities of an individual in the process of
value creation are Kahkénen & Lintukangas
(2018), Waseem et al. (2018) and Corsaro (2019).
These capabilities, relating specifically to
individuals, are referred to as competencies. We
adopt this terminology in our paper. This
research shows that value creation depends on
such individual relational competencies as a
manager’s ability to build trust and increase
knowledge (Kihkénen & Lintukangas, 2018),
their ability to develop personal relationships, to
communicate the value proposition and to
engage in continuous dialogue (Corsaro, 2019).
Waseem et al. (2018) propose a comprehensive
conceptualization of the individual relational
competencies important in value creation, which
include in-role behaviors and extra-role
behaviors. In-role behaviors include individuals’
engagement in cooperation (in terms of
interaction quality and relationship quality) and
the understanding of performed activities (in
terms of professional expertise and an action-
oriented approach). Extra-role  behavior
embraces organizational citizenship behavior;
that is, an individual's non-obligatory behavior
that is frequently not recognized by a formal
organizational reward system.

The Importance of Individuals’ Digital
Competencies in the Digitized Environment

The impact of the digitized environment is not
limited to companies operating online or in the
IT industry; since it changes how entire societies
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function, the digitized environment influences
traditional (analogue) industries as well. For
companies operating within a digitized
environment, the digital competencies of their
employees and managers are becoming of crucial
importance (Ngoasong, 2018). These
competencies are understood as “the set of
knowledge, skills, attitudes [...] that are required
when using ICT and digital media” in seven areas:
information management, collaboration,
communication and sharing, creation of content
and knowledge, ethics and responsibility,
evaluation and problem solving, and technical
operations (Ferrari, 2013, p. 3). Therefore, some
common themes between digital and relational
competencies can be identified, particularly the
focus on creating new knowledge and the ability
to communicate and cooperate. That being said,
this does not necessarily mean that possessing
high relational competencies automatically
equates to being equipped with high digital
competencies or vice versa. Knowledge creation,
communication, and the ability to cooperate in
the case of digital competencies should be
understood exclusively within the context of
digital tools and technologies. It is, therefore,
perfectly possible for an individual to possess the
ability to communicate with others in an
unmediated way, or by using traditional media
such as a phone, while lacking the ability to
effectively convey their thoughts and emotions
via, for example, instant messaging. This inability
to communicate using digital tools should not be
confused with a general lack of technological
skills - it can just as well be an effect of having
no experience or a lack of embeddedness in a
culture built around digital communication,
which may occur despite having a general ability
to use a given digital tool (Gunawardena, 1995;
Potemkin & Rasskazova, 2020). Conversely,
individuals who experience problems with, for
example, emotional management, and thus lack
communication skills in face-to-face
communication, may excel at communication via
digital media (Myruski et al., 2020). Therefore,
despite sharing the same name, communication,
cooperation and knowledge creation
competencies can mean different things
depending on the context (relational or digital).

Despite the ongoing digital transformation,
which sees companies operating in an
increasingly  digitized environment, the

importance of digital competencies varies
between industries, with traditional ones (such
as agriculture or mining) usually less dependent
on them, while in those more technologically
involved (like IT and the financial industry) the
demand for digital competencies is higher. That
being said, the difference between traditional
and technological industries seems to be
diminishing with time, meaning that a basic set
of technology-related skills becomes the
standard expected from employees, regardless of
the industry (Aletdinova et al., 2021) or the
function of the employee within the company
(Potemkin & Rasskazova, 2020).

However, for value creation in the context of a
digitized environment, employees must be
(somewhat counterintuitively) equipped with
both digital and non-digital competencies. To
digitally transform business models properly,
both digital and traditional processes need to be
understood, and relational competencies like
problem-solving and the ability to cooperate are
required (Kinkel et al., 2017).

Relational and Digital Competencies of
Individuals in the Context of Poland

When talking about the subject of relational
and digital competencies within a digitized
environment, it is important to consider the
unique  circumstances  influencing  this
environment in the context of Poland. In Poland,
digital competencies are generally low,
particularly in comparison to other European
countries (Gracel & Makowiec, 2017; Zak, 2016),
with only 44% of the population possessing basic
digital skills, and only 46% basic software skills
(European Commission, 2020). That said, under
closer inspection, the situation proves to be
much more nuanced. The digital competencies of
Polish employees with higher education are
similar to those of employees in other countries.
Where the differences between Poland and other
countries become evident is in the case of
employees with primary and secondary
education. This leads to a somewhat peculiar
situation in which Polish companies do not
usually encounter many problems with
implementing advanced technological solutions
(which are usually implemented by employees
with higher education), but simultaneously
encounter problems when trying to introduce

www.ieeca.org/journal 466



Relationship and digital competencies of individuals in value creation...

Milena Ratajczak-Mrozek et al.

relatively basic digital technologies, which do
not require experts (Sledziewska et al., 2017).

Consequently, this leads to another
problem.While Polish companies are generally
aware of the importance of digital technologies
(Adamik & Nowicki, 2018), due to being unable
to find employees equipped with basic digital
competencies, they ultimately decide to not
resign from incorporatethese technologies into
their workflow. In turn, this diminishes the
demand on the market for workers equipped
with such competencies, reducing the pressure
to develop them (Sledziewska et al., 2017). This
cycle creates a barrier that prevents Polish
companies from fully benefiting from the
opportunities offered by the 4.0 industry. Some
companies try to counteract this by hiring
foreign employees; however, this introduces
communication problems since Polish is hard to
learn, and even if the new employee is fluent in
English, the Polish employees might not be.

Similarly, relational competencies in Poland
are also lacking, particularly in the case of
managers who display low levels of trust,
openness and a willingness to cooperate with
others. This poses a challenge in implementing
technologies based on cooperation and in
utilizing solutions like cooperation platforms
and competence centers (Gracel & Makowiec,
2017), ultimately making the process of value
creation more challenging.

All the factors mentioned above result in
Poland constituting a unique context for the
development of individual competencies
concerning value creation.

METHODOLOGY

This paper applies a case study research
method (Yin, 2009), which is advised for analysis
aimed at understanding ‘how’ actions occur
(Marschan-Piekkari & Welch, 2004), and also
matches the aim of our study. This type of
research does not allow the application of
statistical generalizations, a fact that constitutes
its main limitation. To ensure analytic
generalizability and construct validity (Healy &
Perry, 2000), we applied triangulation of
methods during data collection (Woodside &
Baxter, 2013; Yin, 2009). We used transcripts of
interviews and additional data from secondary

sources, including internal documents, financial
and sales reports from the company (hereafter
referred to as Alpha), the company website and
official materials published on the internet.

We base the analysis on the case study of a
small digitized company operating in Poland and
its business partners. The company operates as
an online platform for confectionery shops, end
businesses and individual customers, providing
the online ordering of cakes. The analysis is based
on in-depth interviews with key informants
representing five companies (the online platform
provider, three confectioneries that use the
service and the IT supplier). This allows us to look
at the problem of individuals’ relational and
digital competencies from different perspectives
and additionally understand if there are
differences between the digital competencies
needed in IT and in traditional confectionery
companies.

The data was collected during 13 interviews
held between March 2020 and April 2021 (see
Table 1 for details). Each interview Ilasted
between 20 minutes and two hours. A special
guide for the semi-structured interviews was
developed, focusing on open-ended and probing
questions to encourage discussion of the
phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2012). The main
questions included the impact of digitization
(“Please describe if and how digital technologies
affect the functioning of your company?”), the
specificity of cooperation with a particular
business entity (“Please describe what the
cooperation with digital platform/IT
supplier/confectionery X is like”), the value
resulting from this cooperation (“How do you
understand and where do you see the value of
cooperation with digital platform/IT
supplier/confectionery X”), and the important
competencies of individuals (“What skills and
competencies of yours or your employees
were/are important when it comes to managing
digital technology processes?” and “What skills
and competencies of yours or your employees
were/are important when it comes to
cooperation with digital platform/confectionery
X").

All the interviews were recorded and later
transcribed. The data was analyzed using the
constant comparative method, which helps to
summarize the essence of the data and detect
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emerging themes (Thomas, 2011). As part of the
analysis, we first looked for detailed information
about the competencies of individuals important
for cooperation, and those important for
operating in a digitized environment. First, we
based our analysis on the list of relational and
digital competencies of individuals previously

identified in the literature. In cases where no
competencies mentioned in existing studies
matched those identified in our findings, we
named them ourselves, thus expanding on the
existing literature. Second, we analyzed how the
groups of competencies impacted the value
creation process.

Table 1: Description of key informants and interviews conducted

Company Type of company Position of the respondent Duration of the
name interview
Alpha Online platform provider| Co-owner 1 1) 90 min
2) 110 min
3) 80 min
4)78 min
Co-owner 2 1) 117 min
2) 33 min
Network Development Manager 1) 98 min
2) 26 min
Beta IT supplier Co-owner 30 min
Zeta B2B customer Owner 20 min
Gamma Confectionery 1 Manager 68 min
Delta Confectionery 2 Co-owner 60 min
Epsilon Confectionery 3 Employee 43 min

Source: author’s work.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Table 2 presents, in summary form, the
statements of the respondents that correspond

cooperation in a digitized environment. In the
last column of Table 2, we also present the
specific value outcomes of co-creation for

to the
competencies

identified

relational

which are important

and digital
for

respective companies.

Table 2: Individuals’ relational and digital competencies important for cooperation and value creation
during cooperation

that we are associated with
positivity because we are a
company  that  provides
positive emotions.”(co-owner
1)

“A lot of knowledge about
(...) what is happening, what|
is a potential technology of the
future.”(co-owner 2)

Company Relational competencies Digital competencies Value outcomes

Alpha (online| Shared understanding of| Knowledge Financial Value
platform core values - Sensitivity Knowledge about| - Average monthly
provider) “To make other people feeltechnology, trends, novelties |sales growth

- Higher profit

- Higher conversion

rate

Non-financial value
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“We value such soft
competencies because we
work in an industry where we
sell feelings. So we are also
looking for people who
understand that what we do Is|
Important, that these are
emotions,  feelings,  real
people, tears.”(co-owner 2)

Individual engagement in
cooperation - interaction
quality

“You have to adapt and feel
the person on the other side,
what requirements  they
have.”(manager)

Problem-solving
competencies

“You have to be open to
problem-solving (...) but also|
to demonstrate empathy.”
(co-owner 1)

“First of all, calmness,
assertiveness, negotiation
ability.”(co-owner 2)

“With a business partner, |
always try to find a golden
mean and make everyone
happy.”(manager)

Reliability

“You have to be consistent,
thatis(...)when [ say that [ will
call you tomorrow, [ just call
you tomorrow. So, veracity,
reliability.”(co-owner 1)

“Honesty,
(manager)

truthfulness.”

“Of course, knowledge of

your technological field.” (co-
owner 1)

Knowledge: foreign
languages

“It is good to know

languages. (...) there is more
information in English
language literature, and some
technologies come to us from
abroad.”(co-owner 1)

Curiosity and the ability to
acquire knowledge

“It is primarily knowledge
and the ability to acquire
knowledge.”(co-owner 1)

The ability to transfer

knowledge

“We show that we teach,
and we give this opportunity|
because we  have  this
knowledge.”(co-owner 1)

Boldness and innovation

“You have to be a bold and

innovative person.”(co-owner
2)

Interpersonal
competencies in dealing with
other people

“Technology is technology,
but it is nice that there is a
human factor as well.” (co-
owner 1)

- Higher qual ity of

cooperation with
Zed-ontinggd ness
partners

- Response to market
changes

- Improved offer
- Customer retention

Beta
(IT provider)

Knowledge

Knowledge about
technology, trends, novelties

“It is important to recognize

new trends, particularly the
ones concerning user|
experience.”

Financial value
- Higher turnover

- Recommendations
and gaining new
customers

Non-financial value
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TaRIS 2o F e ket
Curiosity and the ability to|changes
acquire knowledge - Market analysis |/
“Constant development.” ~ |noticing new trends

- Higher trust among
cooperating companies

Delta
(confectionery)

Individual engagement in
cooperation interaction
quality

“In cases where the same
person has represented the|
same company for a long time,
we learn to get along and from

excellent.”

Problem-solving
competencies

“We also try to help each
other. (...) We also try to find
some thread of understanding.
How to make both parties
satisfied.”

Reliability
“I think it’s sticking to these
arrangements. So, when we
(...)set something up, we stick|
to the framework, standards.”

-

Understanding
performed  activities
professional expertise

“Product knowledge. (...)
This is the basis for us to know
what we are talking about.”

(0]

that point the cooperation is

Technical operations

skills. Basic printer operation,
support for receiving e-mails.’

handling from the customer’s
perspective

“A lot of elderly people
ordered cakes over the
internet. (...) we had a lot of|
calls where at some point the
caller simply got stuck and
didn’t know where to click to
move on. So these basic
competencies in handling|
orders from the perspective of]
the client are also important.”

Ability to acquire and
transfer knowledge

“Well, there is a lot of
knowledge that they [Alpha]
had and were able to pass on
to me so that we could create
this online store.”

“Practically, basic computer

Knowledge rate
Knowledge about| - Lower costs of
technology and process|operations

Financial value

- Average monthly
sales growth

- Higher profit
- Higher conversion

Non-financial value

- Higher quality of
cooperation with
business partners

- Higher trust among
cooperating companies

- Understanding of
customers’ needs

- Customer retention

- Streamlined
communication and
time-saving

Epsilon
(confectionery)

Shared understanding of]
core values - sensitivity

“It Is the customer who has|
to be satisfied because these
are their special days,
celebrations. This Is when
families meet. Just like when
we  have our  family
celebrations. It is important,
for us that it is nice.”

Financial value

Lower costs of

operations

Non-financial value

- Higher quality of
cooperation with
business partners

- Higher trust among
cooperating companies
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Problem-solving
competencies

“There are no such problems
that we can’t reach any
agreement on whatsoever, we

- Know-how _ on
stablgg: Gontintienal
confectionery shop for
individual consumers
(company had
experience only with
B2B customers)

haven’t had that yet.”
Reliability
“Punctuality is important,
And reliability in these
deliveries.”
Gamma Individual engagement in
(confectionery)|cooperation - interaction

quality
“Then there is contact with

details.”

Knowledge about

technology

“I believe that general
knowledge of the internet and|

Financial value

- Average monthly
sales growth

Alpha to clarify these missing|social media.”

- Higher profit

- Higher conversion
rate

- Lower costs of
operations

Non-financial value

- Higher quality of
cooperation with
business partners

- Higher trust among
cooperating companies

- Customer retention

- Understanding of
customers’ buying
habits

- Streamlined
communication and
time-saving

- Know-how
starting an e-shop

on

Source: author’s work.

The analysis conducted shows a relatively high
consistency among the traditional and IT-related
companies analyzed in terms of the relational
competencies of individuals needed to create
value in a digitized environment. The first
relational competency identified and confirmed
by our results is the importance of individual
engagement in cooperation - the interaction
quality competence previously indicated by

Waseem et al. (2018). This shows that in the case
of inter-organizational business relationships,
the people responsible for contacts create an
atmosphere of cooperation, which ultimately
translates into the creation of value.

Second, our research shows a group of three
interrelated  relational = competencies in
individuals that are needed for smooth
cooperation. These include (1) problem-solving
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competencies, (2) reliability and (3)
understanding of the activities performed -
professional expertise. Although the problem-
solving competence was underlined in research
on, for example, cross-cultural business
relationships (Andersen et al., 2009), or analyzed
at the company level through the dynamic
perspective (Winter, 2003), its importance has
not until now been indicated in literature

discussing relational competencies. This
competence is of crucial importance in
businesses using digital platforms where

decisions have to be made swiftly. Employees
possessing problem-solving competencies are
able to handle conflicts, communicate with end
consumers, find satisfactory solutions for both
sides, and propose new ideas that result in
smooth cooperation and value creation.
Similarly, reliability, which we also identified as
a competence important for value creation, has
been omitted in the literature to date on value
creation. This competence can be understood as
“the quality of being able to be trusted or
believed because of working or behaving well”
(Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Reliability can
prevent conflicts in business relationships
(Ratajczak-Mrozek et al., 2019), and thus
facilitate problem-solving. Key informants
underlined the importance of keeping to the
terms of agreements and schedules in situations
where the performed activities are dispersed
among different companies (like the platform,
confectionery shop and IT supplier). These two
relational competencies, that is problem solving
and reliability, are supported by an
understanding of the activities performed -
professional expertise about the products on
offer. This competence was indicated previously
by Waseem et al (2018) and is especially relevant
for companies from traditional industries, which
in order to create value have to start using digital
technologies in activities that had been
previously performed entirely in a traditional
way.

For a final relational competence of individuals
important for value creation resulting from
cooperation, our results point to the shared
understanding of a core value, which in our case
is sensitivity (the underlined statement by key
informants: “we sell feelings”). Surprisingly,
these competencies have also not been proposed
in the literature to date. A core value reflects the

core dimensions of operational activities and
operational performance (Minerbo et al., 2021),
which in our research means that the company
does not merely sell cake; it sells feelings and
emotions linked with a special occasion and the
people for whom the cakes are bought. The
creation of core value has been stressed, for
example as a necessary requirement for the
achievement of incremental innovation (Moéller
& Torronen, 2003). We point to a different aspect,
however, which is the shared understanding of a
core value by business partners as a prerequisite
condition for value creation.

Based on the analysis, we can indicate four key
digital competencies of individuals: (1)
interpersonal competencies in dealing with
other people, (2) boldness & innovativeness, (3)
knowledge, and (4) technical operations. The
first is linked closely to what Ferrari (p.3) refers
to as collaboration, defined as the ability to “link
with others, participate in online networks &
communities, interact constructively”. However,
since our respondents highlighted the
importance of the human factor in cooperation
using digital tools, we decided to change the
name to one that highlights this aspect properly,
hence “interpersonal competencies in dealing
with other people”. This signifies a shift of focus
towards the general ability to communicate and
establish relationships using digital tools away
from the Ferrari's more utilitarian approach,
highlighting their application in the process of
cooperation.

Conversely, the boldness & innovativeness
competence does not have a direct equivalent in
the reviewed literature, though it does share
some common ground with Ferrari’s evaluation
& problem-solving, defined as an ability to
“identify digital needs, solve problems through
digital means, assess the information retrieved”
(Ferrari, 2013, p.4). Boldness (understood as a
tendency to take risks (Rogeri et al., 2020)) and
innovativeness can potentially be used to solve
problems, however, they can also be understood
as a broader approach to business, going beyond
problem-solving and manifesting themselves, for
example, in a willingness to experiment. At the
same time, problems can be solved without such
an attitude.

The Ilast two digital competencies of
individuals identified in our study, knowledge
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and technical operations, match quite closely the
terms utilized by Ferrari (2013). The former
entails “knowledge [...] required when using ICT
and digital media” (Ferrari, 2013, p.3). The author
also mentions a specific area of digital
competence, namely creation of content and
knowledge, which entails the ability to “integrate
and re-elaborate previous knowledge and
content, construct new knowledge” (Ferrari,
2013, p.4). The respondents elaborated on
specific areas of competencies in this category:
aside from a general knowledge about
technology and its developments, they also
stressed the importance of the ability to acquire
and transfer knowledge (both to other
employees in the company and to customers).
This matches the literature on the subject, which
states that knowledge transfers are important,
e.g. for cooperation and new product
development (Mu et al., 2017). The respondents
also stressed the importance of expertise in
foreign languages, which fosters knowledge
accumulation (since most sources are in English).
Based on their responses, we understand
knowledge competence in the digitized
environment to be (1) knowledge of technology
(2) the ability to acquire and transfer knowledge,
and (3) foreign languages.

The fourth digital competence identified by the
respondents matches what Ferrari (2013, p.4)
refers to as technical operations, defined as the
ability to “use technology and media to perform
tasks through digital tools”. For the respondents
representing traditional industries
(confectioneries), this competence mostly
related to basic computer skills.

Cooperation and business relationships
between companies within the digitized
environment leads to value creation. After Ford
et al. (2017), we assume a division of value into
financial and non-financial outcomes of
cooperation. The financial value outcomes
indicated by key respondents include (1)
improved financial results (coming from lower
costs of operations, average monthly sales
growth and higher profits, higher conversion
rates) and (2) finding new business partners (due
to e.g. recommendations from cooperating
companies). In turn, non-financial value
outcomes resulting from cooperation on digital
platforms relate to value in terms of (1) spotting

market trends (including a better response to
market changes/trends, understanding of
customer needs and buying habits as well as
customer retention), (2) improved cooperation
(higher quality of cooperation with business
partners, including greater trust as well as time-
efficiency) and (3) gained know-how on running
a new business. Moreover, the two types of value
outcomes (financial and non-financial) resulting
from possessed digital and relational
competencies are interrelated and influence each
other. For example, improved offer or customer
retention (non-financial value outcomes) creates
financial value outcomes in terms of higher profit
or monthly sales growth.

Based on our analysis, we propose in Figure 1 a
framework for the relational and digital
competencies needed by individuals to support
value creation in companies in a digitized
environment.

So far, existing research dealing with the
competencies of individuals needed for value
creation resulting from companies’ cooperation
has focused on the importance of these
competencies through the perspective of trust
and knowledge (Kahkoénen & Lintukangas, 2018),
or through the challenges of personal
relationships in terms of value proposition
(Corsaro, 2019). Our conceptualization of
individuals’ competencies indicates that to
create value in the digitized environment, both
relational and digital competencies are needed.
What is important is that these competencies of
individuals are closely interlinked. We may
observe that individual engagement in
cooperation (relational competence) is in some
aspects similar to interpersonal competencies in
dealing with other people (digital competence).
Both types of competencies require developing
personal relationships as well as attaching
importance to relationship quality in order to
create value, both financial and non-financial.
The same similarity may be observed between
problem-solving competencies and reliability on
the one hand (relational competencies), and
boldness & innovativeness on the other (digital
competence). The ability to take risks (boldness)
allows problems to be solved more efficiently
(Salvi & Bowden, 2020). In some situations, in
order to positively handle problems or conflicts,
managers have to take risks and make difficult or
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brave decisions in order to reach the planned knowledge and technical operation within
goals. Finally, understanding performed digital competencies.
activities (relational competence) is linked with

'— ——————————— _— - o S S S S S S S S S S S . .
: RELATIONAL ! :
: COMPETENCIES ! DIGITAL ;
: OF INDIVIDUALS | : COMPETENCIES I
1| Shared understanding of I I OF INDIVIDUALS I
I core values b — I
I — - » '] Interpersonal competencies in :
Individual engagement in ¢ dealing with other people
Il cooperation - interaction I [ |
I - > Boldness & innovativeness I
| Problem-solving — l
| competencies : | ;— _—ab;ltt-ed;l of)gy_l I
1 Reliability > - - the ability to I |
1 T+ | Knowledge acquire and I
I ; I transfer knowledge I
Understanding of performed 4_—1 | - - foreign languages !
I activities — professional | =====o= |
: expertise < Technical operations :
|
———————————— - — e m o o o EE Em Em Em Em Em =
N\ J
Y
| CREATED VALUE FOR THE COMPANY :
|
| FINANCIAL VALUE —» NON-FINANCIAL VALUE OUTCOMES: | I
| OUTCOMES: B l
I Spotting market trends I
I Improved financial results - better response to market changes I
| | - lower costs of operations - improved offer through |
| | - average monthly sales understanding of customer needs |
I growth and buying habits I
|- higher profit - customer retention I
|- higher conversion rate |
Improved cooperation I
. New business partners - higher quality of cooperation with I
: - Recommendations and business partners I
gaining new customers - higher trust among cooperating :
I companies :
I - streamlined communication and I
I timesaving :
|
| Know how on starting a new business :
|
I |

Figure 1: A conceptualization of individuals’ relational and digital competencies required for value
creation in a digitized environment.

Source: author’s work.
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This underlines the importance of knowledge
both at the traditional level (understanding of
activities in the relationship) and at the digital
level. Knowledge, and in particular the ability to
apply it, is becoming the real competence of the
future (Mu et al. 2017). This also means that
while knowledge and interpersonal
competencies are shared between relational and
digital competencies, they are not the same, and
an individual can possess one while lacking the
other. Thus, our contribution lies not only in
combining both types of competencies and
showing that their coexistence is important for
the creation of financial and non-financial value,
but also in indicating that when operating in a
digitized environment, solely digital
competencies are not sufficient.

Our analysis also shows that technologies and
the related digital competencies required differ
depending on the industry. This is why Alpha
(the online platform) and Beta (the IT provider)
point to high requirements in terms of
knowledge of technology, while the
confectioneries, in contrast, consider
requirements in this area as low, emphasizing
the simplicity of the solutions utilized.
Interestingly, despite the aforementioned
observation that basic digital competencies are
relatively low for non-expert workers
(Sledziewska et al., 2017), none of the examined
confectioneries had any trouble in adapting to
Alpha’s technological solutions,however, at the
individual level, in one confectionery (Gamma),
older employees had problems using the online
platform. Therefore, as a solution, the company
focused on employees’ specialization - there are
some employees responsible for online processes
and others responsible for traditional
production.

Moreover, our case shows how the
technological and traditional worlds intermingle.
The confectioneries emphasized that, while
managing orders through the online platform is
intuitive and requires only the most basic IT skills
rather than expert competencies, these
operations still have to be accompanied by
complicated traditional processes (i.e., cake
production), which require time and individual
competencies of a different kind. This means that
in order to create value, managers and
employees in traditional industries (in our case

confectioneries) need to utilize both types of
competencies in tandem, for instance to explain
the specificity of cake production (based on their
understanding of performed activities -
relational competence) and wusing their
interpersonal competencies in dealing with
other people via digital media (digital
competence).

Finally, based on the analysis we conducted,
some more nuanced dependencies may be
indicated between relational and digital
competencies and particular value outcomes.
Relational competencies, including shared
understanding of core values, individual
engagement in cooperation and reliability seem
to be more important with regard to creating
non-financial value embracing outcomes linked
with: (1) spotting market trends (understanding
customer needs and buying habits, response to
market change, customer retention, improved
offer), (2) improved cooperation (higher quality
of cooperation with business partners, greater
trust, streamlined communication and time-
saving) and (3) know-how on starting a new
business. Additionally, our results are in line with
the findings of Waseem et al. (2018), who show
that mutual reliance and the shared belief that a
business relationship should develop are
important in creating the non-financial value
needed for further expansion.

The relational competencies of individuals,
including an understanding of performed
activities and professional expertise, are also
important for financial value creation (such as
higher profit or lower costs of operations).
Through mutuality and adaptation of activities
and resources, business partners are able to
optimize their business activities since they
know and adhere to the requirements,
production cycle and market changes which
allow them to obtain better financial results
(Gadde et al., 2003).

In a digitized environment, managers also need
to possess digital competencies in order to
cooperate and create value. Interpersonal
competencies in dealing with other people were
found in our research to be important for non-
financial value creation in terms of higher quality
of cooperation with business partners and
development of trust. As far as the other digital
competencies are concerned, namely boldness &
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innovativeness as well as technical operations,
we found that they contribute mostly to financial
value creation. More precisely, these two types of
competencies not only allow the improvement of
business operations in monetary terms but are
also required for starting new businesses and
expanding into new markets, which also
translate into improved financial results.

CONCLUSION

Individuals’ relational and digital
competencies play an important role in value
creation processes (Ferrari, 2013; Waseem et al.,
2018). In the context of Poland, the key
managerial takeaway is that individuals’
relational and digital competencies have to be
developed in parallel in order to create value in a
digitized environment. Focusing exclusively on
technological knowledge and skills will not be
sufficient because to fully utilize many
technologies, some degree of cooperation with
others is required. Similarly, focusing on
relational competencies while neglecting skills
and knowledge in regard to digital technologies
might limit the opportunities for cooperation.
Even if these individuals offer traditional
products, they have to constantly develop their
knowledge about IT solutions, market trends and
consumer preferences so as to respond to digital
challenges and market changes.

Finding employees equipped with both digital
and relational competencies in Poland, however,
can be challenging, considering the fact that both
on their own seem to be in short supply.
Therefore, managers operating in the Polish
market should instead focus on ensuring
diversity of individuals’ competencies in their
companies. One way in which this could be
achieved is through the inclusion of employees
of different ages, as according to claims made by
respondents, in general older employees are
better equipped with relational competencies
than their younger colleagues although they lack
digital competencies, and vice versa. This could
ensure that the company is not lacking in either
of these areas, and could potentially lead to some
transfer of competencies, particularly in regard
to digital competencies. Another alternative
would be to invest in specific training aimed at
competence development. This could be
particularly helpful for companies that lack

digital competencies but cannot afford to hire
new employees to compensate for this. Of
course, the priorities in competence
development should at least in part be
determined by the industry in which a company
operates. More traditional businesses, such as
confectioneries, should focus on equipping their
employees with only basic digital competencies,
which will suffice for implementing digital
technologies in their still predominantly
traditional industry. For them, digital
competencies can be considered secondary to
relational competencies. Conversely, for IT
companies it is the other way around - advanced
digital competencies are required from the
majority of employees, while relational
competencies can be seen as secondary, although
they may still be worth developing.

Our analysis is not free of certain limitations
that simultaneously suggest directions for
further research. Above all, our research is based
on qualitative data and relates to the context of a
specific country, Poland. It would be advisable to
check to what extent the context of the country
influences the relational and  digital
competencies needed to create value in the
digitized environment. For this, quantitative
research is needed. In addition, since our paper
concerns a specific sector, an investigation of this
interplay within the context of other industries
could also prove valuable.
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