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Abstract: The purpose of this research is to identify the essence and features that allow for the identifica-
tion of intelligent organisations and an assessment of their maturity, taking their competitive advantages 
into account. In addition, it aims at formulating recommendations on how to study intelligent organ-
isations while considering competitive advantages and monitored changes in this area. A  hypothesis 
is formed that the intelligent organisation is a source of competitive advantage for companies. These 
advantages are not permanent, though. The article is based on a critical review of national and foreign 
literature, as well as experience resulting from direct involvement and observations while participating 
in research focused on intelligent organisations. The research was a part of the Żagle Biznesu (Sails of 
Business) competition organised by the SGH Warsaw School of Economics in 2018 and 2019. According 
to the author, an intelligent organisation is one where decision-making is based on collecting, analysing, 
interpreting, sharing and storing valuable data and information, which can be used at the right time 
to solve problems and generate the competitive advantage of a company. The type of leadership and 
emotional intelligence of key people involved have a great impact on the development opportunities  
of companies creating intelligent organisations. In small companies, apart from a strong dependence 
on the type of leadership and focusing on a particular type of innovation, there is a lack of development 
strategy. Poor awareness of the need for development, as well as vulnerability to internal and exter-
nal shocks (volatility), causes instability in previously achieved levels of intelligence. Small companies  
in a  type of intelligent organisation can compete in the operational sphere, based on such factors  
as technology, quick response, good timing and better dealing with individual customers. At the same 
time, small companies can strengthen their competitive advantages related to costs and quality through 
dedicated operating systems in a way which is typical of large companies. Although these advantages are 
not permanent, some of them may be duplicated and modified.
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Introduction

The basis for the functioning of each enterprise is to find competitive advantages under-
stood as those features that make a company better than others and create the opportuni-
ty to succeed against its competitors and maintain or increase its position on the market. 
This distinguishing feature could be related to quality, cost, technological character, and 
speed of response to changes in demand or customer service that may be better than 
somewhere else. Depending on the scale of the business, its type and business model, the 
distinguishing features of a company change over time and show volatility.

Creating a smart organisation is a chance to survive on the market or even strengthen 
those assets. Quick learning, adjusting organisational behaviour to market uncertainty 
and unconventional activities allow this type of organisation to benefit from informa-
tion flowing from the market and the company itself. Nowadays, in the knowledge-based 
economy, the ability to seize the opportunity while using information better than other 
competitors makes companies more shock-resistant and capable of developing in accord 
with their own original vision.

The purpose of this research is to identify the essence and features that make it pos-
sible to identify intelligent organisations and assess their maturity considering their 
competitive advantages. Additionally, the goal is to formulate recommendations to serve  
as assistance while studying intelligent organisations in the context of competitive ad-
vantages and monitored changes in this area. The hypothesis states that an intelligent 
organisation is a source of competitive advantages for enterprises. These advantages are 
not permanent, though.

The article is based on a critical review of national and foreign literature, as well as 
experiences resulting from direct involvement and observation while participating in re-
search focused on intelligent organisations. The research was a part of the Żagle Biznesu 
(Sails of Business) competition organised at the SGH Warsaw School of Economics  
in 2018 and 2019.

The essence and development factors of an intelligent organisation

Becoming familiar with the concept of organisational intelligence (OI) seems to be 
a starting point to understand what intelligent organisations are, since it is a feature that 
distinguishes these organisations from others.

Organisational intelligence is defined in various ways. In the most traditional, OI 
collects, processes, interprets and communicates the information needed for decision- 
-making (Wilensky, 1967). One of the key conditions for an organisation to achieve suc-
cess is the ability to generate the right amount and quality of information, and the ability 
to use and sustain it in an intelligent manner (Mikuła, 2006: 62–63). 

Organisational intelligence can also be understood as “the intellectual ability of the 
entire organisation, including the ability to find the right place in a difficult and chang-
ing environment using the appropriate organisation pattern, infrastructure, strategy and 
business model. It also includes knowledge management, organisational learning and the 
ability to implement best practices and knowledge management processes dynamically. 
OI may give meaning to complex situations and effective actions applied on the ground 
to events and signals in the environment” (Bratnicki, 2002).
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In the literature one can also find a definition combining the intelligence of an orga- 
nisation with its ability to develop and strengthen appropriate knowledge strategically in 
order to achieve its goals successfully (Bartnicka, 2011). It can also be pointed out that 
intelligence in relation to business is understood as the process of collecting, analysing, 
and interpreting high-value data and information for use at the right time in the deci-
sion-making process (López-Robles et al., 2019).

The concept of organisational intelligence must be distinguished from the concept of 
the intelligent organisation. Intelligence is a  feature that characterises an organisation, 
which means it either has it or not. By extension, an intelligent organisation is an organ-
isation that is intelligent, though it can be a property developed to varying degrees and 
duration.

In the literature, this difference is often blurred because the properties of an intelligent 
organisation are defined in such a way that make it unique and consequently intelligent. 
In literature, there are many approaches to the definitions of an intelligent organisation 
and organisational intelligence. These are usually definitions containing descriptive char-
acteristics indicating the attributes of organisations regarded as intelligent (see Dyduch, 
Bratnicki, 2016).

One traditional approach develops a concept that an intelligent organisation is one 
which has the ability to forget and abandon old organisational habits and routines (Chris-
tensen, 1997). An intelligent organisation can be combined with the intelligent learning 
systems of educated people; it takes advantage of complex information networks to adapt 
to the turbulent world (Yaghoubi et al., 2012).

This process would not be effective if it was not accompanied by all employees learn-
ing during everyday informal practice, and a formal system of workshops and training 
sessions. Therefore, intelligent organisations are associated with the knowledge-based 
economy. Consequently, knowledge transfer processes are basic, and knowledge is con-
sidered to be the most important endogenous production factor that determines the com-
pany’s competitiveness.

An intelligent organisation is a learning organisation that takes advantage of better ac-
cess to information. That is why it is worth quoting the definition that “an intelligent com-
pany is a flexible, adaptive and innovative enterprise that can cope with high complexity, 
a huge amount of information, a high variety of expected services and perform its activities 
with high precision in order to achieve outstanding efficiency” (Thannhuber, 2005: 67).

The cybernetic approach is referenced by a  list of intelligent organisation features 
formulated by Schwaninger (2006: 7), as follows: 

 � adaptation to changing situations, i.e. changes in the organisation due to external 
stimuli,

 � exerting influence on one’s environment and shaping it skilfully,
 � if necessary, the ability to find a new environment (‘a pitch’) or to reconfigure itself  

in its own surroundings,
 � a  positive contribution to profitability and the development of a  larger entirety  

in which an intelligent organisation is embedded1.

1  In the literature there are many other approaches to this phenomenon. There are also various definitions 
and different sets of features that indicate intelligent organisations. However, they have been omitted because 
they are not particularly relevant for the objectives of this research. 
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According to March, “an intelligent organisation is one that adopts procedures that 
work in the conditions of restrictions imposed by rare resources and competition” (after 
Grösser, Zeier, 1999: 129). This definition is complementary to the above, due to the in-
clusion of procedural efficiency and market restrictions.

Based on a combination of intelligent organisation features identified by Sydänmaan-
lakka (2002), Schwaninger (2006: 7), Garvin (1993), Grudzewski, Hejduk (2004: 135) and 
Łobejko (2009: 13), a certain set of features that characterize an intelligent organisation 
can be indicated:

 � “having an enterprise development strategy that sets the framework for the function-
ing of an information strategy, 

 � the ability to generate, codify, store and transfer knowledge,
 � active acquisition of knowledge from outside, including entering into cooperative re-

lationships with other market participants (competitors, cooperators, recipients, cus-
tomers) or business environment institutions, 

 � adaptability and easy application of new knowledge (innovation),
 � hiring highly qualified specialists, so-called knowledge workers, and using their talents 

based on internal regulations within human capital management (human resources 
development plan, promotion rules, periodic assessments),

 � the ability to learn at individual and group levels,
 � creating the value of intellectual capital far exceeding the value of tangible assets
 � products / services rich in knowledge and generating high added value,
 � the use of modern methods and tools in company management” (Godlewska- 

-Majkowska, 2013: 27).
There are many other approaches, among which the most important determinants of 

intelligent organisations include understanding the environment and conducting activi- 
ties that lead to an adjustment in it, managing intangible resources, as well as designing 
organisation and using managerial skills appropriately (Dyduch, Bratnicki, 2016: 20). 

All this could be synthetically presented in a flywheel formed by three components. 
Defining an intelligent organisation, therefore, encounters many difficulties because 

in each definition there are various features. In addition, a diverse selection of key features 
causes ambiguity. In this research, thus, the author based her definition of the intelligence 
of an organisation on the one formulated by López-Robles, Otega-Olasoa, Porto-Gómez, 
Coboc (2019).

An intelligent organisation is one in which decision-making processes are based on 
the processes of collecting, analysing, interpreting, sharing and storing valuable data and 
information, used at the right time to solve problems and generate competitive advan-
tages for the company. This definition will be used here as a basis for further discussion.

The role of intellectual capital in creating an intelligent organisation

The development of intelligent organisations can be the result of stimuli located both in-
ternally and externally, with Akgün, Byrne and Keskin (2007) pointing to three aspects of 
this process. The first one is accumulation, which means that the company aggregates the 
intelligence of the people available in the organisation. The second one is the transfer of 
individual intelligence to a group level, which means that the intelligence of individuals is 
transformed and codified as the knowledge and intelligence of the organisation. The third 
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Figure 1. A flywheel of an intelligent organisation

Source: Dyduch, Bratnicki (2016: 21) 
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one is distribution. At this point IO has become embedded in the structured thinking and 
action patterns in which members of the organisation interact and get involved.

These three levels are associated with elements of intellectual capital: structural and 
organisational capital, human capital as well as structural and relational capital; see  
Figure 2 (Hofman-Bang, Martin, 2005; Kasiewicz, Rogowski, 2008).

In a small company human capital is particularly important, especially the manage-
ment with its managerial skills, type of leadership and the ability to cooperate comple-
mentary human experience. In addition, those employees who bring knowledge and gen-
eral competences, who are engaged in the development of structural and organisational 
capital, are valuable to the organisation.

Considering the existence of different types of personalities and roles in the company, 
it can be concluded that leaders with a unique leadership style, which is difficult to copy, 
are significant for establishing an intelligent organisation. These are leaders who set the 
key values for the organisation. Besides identifying with key values, they trigger the desire 
to share experience, knowledge and creative ideas initiated by information and ability  
to process it. The intelligence of people who are key to the company turns into the intel-
ligence of the organisation.

Structural capital is also important for the intelligent organisation. Consequently,  
it refers to the organisational structure and systems that support the multiplication of 
human capital, even if employees leave the organisation (Xiao, Cao, Zhang, 2018).

In this context, the organisational structure of the enterprise supporting effective 
knowledge management is also important. Horizontal structures based on a  flexible 
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approach to the organisation of teamwork make it possible to select and develop talents, 
assign tasks to specific employees based on the self-organisation in teamwork, and at the 
same time encourage the synergy of team members’ activities. On the other hand, vertical 
structures can work for tasks where flexibility is limited due to legal requirements and 
high-quality standards that require detailed documentation.

It may turn out that a horizontal structure does not work in a particular situation, 
but the vertical structure does. It can happen that both structures are justified in accord-
ance with the requirements of specific projects, so-called “ambidextrous” organisation 
(Zakrzewska-Bielawska, 2016). Companies that use such an organisation have separate 
organisational cells which are focused on seeking innovation within traditional operating 
units. The coexistence of different models of work organisation also meets the need to 
adapt work styles arising from cultural differences from internationalisation or the multi- 
-generational nature of teams. As a result of this approach, both types can use different 
processes and have different organisational structures and cultures.

This type of behaviour can be seen in banks which separate new organisational units 
for the purposes of developing a new offer addressed to younger generations of custo- 
mers. This type of project may be the reason for an emerging independent entity, created 
from the beginning as an intelligent organisation for the needs of a  regular corporate 
client. However, this behaviour is more typical of large organisations rather than small 
businesses.

Intelligent organisations can, however, be created inside large companies for planning 
or designing work, as evidenced by developing a Goodi application at Bank Millennium. 
Solutions related to mobile banking have also been created in intelligent organisations 
emerging in large companies for the needs of specific tasks and projects. Hence unique 
solutions, which meet new market needs, were developed, e.g. BLIK at PKO BP. There 
are also projects that promote an idea of ‘employee volunteering’ in a  typical way for 
intelligent organisations, e.g. at Santander Bank, where intelligent teams of employees 
support valuable social initiatives.Large companies can also be a  source of inspiration 
for creating intelligent organisations in their environment, not only through outsourcing 
and offshoring, but also through initiatives in the area of social responsibility. The existe- 
nce of ‘business angels’ and companies based on venture capital are contributing factors 
too. Franchise options are conducive to the spread of intelligent solutions, for example 
by sharing marketing, organisational or pro-social innovations. It depends on the com-
panies involved in this type of activity, how they will use the intellectual capital provided 
by an external entity, and to what extent they develop their own solutions or, in a negative 
scenario, waste their chances.

Therefore, there are many ways to develop an intelligent organisation based both on 
the internal potential of companies and the impact of stronger business partners, as well 
as public partners creating various types of support for start-ups and small businesses.

The intelligent organisation can also be a virtual creation, with a structure difficult 
to identify because new entities can join and existing ones can leave. The structure may 
also require significant virtualisation of work in open project systems which arises from 
the growing role of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the formation of structures 
for volunteering. It is increasingly popular to create shared database resources and Open 
Source software on a global scale as an indispensable condition for selecting effectively 
functioning groups.
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Another important element is the organisational culture co-created by a leader and 
other key personnel. Since creating an atmosphere of openness and cooperation is crucial 
here it opens up opportunities to increase an employee’s creativity. Additionally, inves- 
ting in training of employees to improve their qualifications socialises the decision-mak-
ing process.

The importance of the above factors is confirmed by the research of Wong and As-
pinwall (2005: 64–82) based on an analysis of British companies. This research indicates 
the key role of leadership, organisational structure, human resource management and 
culture. Regarding IT technologies the authors only treat them as a necessary tool in in-
formation management. Nevertheless, it is an important tool as there is a growing need 
for selecting and efficiently processing information in the business decision-making pro-
cess. It is even more significant considering the growing globalisation of operations which 
newly established companies are often involved in. Besides, they are focused on the inter-
nationalisation of the offer and operations as global companies.

In the light of these results, it is worth distinguishing two types of mechanism leading 
to creating intelligent organisations, i.e. endogenous and exogenous. The first one pro-
ceeds from the autonomy of decisions of the company’s leaders who decide the organisa-
tion’s development because decision-making is their competence. However, the develop-
ment of an intelligent organisation may also come from the decisions of an external entity 
that comes to a decision for example as a key recipient or supplier of products or services. 
It could also be another company or an individual controlling the company as a result  
of corporate governance. Franchise-based business models would make a great example.

Based on the experience, patents or codified knowledge of a stronger partner, a com-
pany can develop the features of an intelligent organisation. However, there is a risk that 
the adopted solution will not prove beneficial in a particular company due to technologi-
cal, personnel, legal or other threats.

As already mentioned, an intelligent organisation is based on the rapid assimilation 
of information and building knowledge from it, circulating it inside the company and 
among authorised stakeholders. The condition for the effectiveness of this process is to 
trigger cognitive processes among employees and owners. Consequently, discussing to 
what extent the intelligent organisation is influenced by human emotions and interper-
sonal relationships seems to be worthwhile.

Emotional factors in creating intelligent organisations

If intelligence in relation to a person is understood in the context of skills in the field 
of abstract thinking, learning, perceiving dependencies and relations between different 
facts, and drawing different conclusions on this basis, then this concept can also be ap-
proached at the organisational level. It is possible to relate the individual intelligence of 
key personnel, especially the owner-founder, to the social entities that are created, includ-
ing the company and its organisation (Adamik, 2018: 83).

State of mind affects the level of human intelligence, hence emotional intelligence is 
distinguished. So, the question is if it is possible that the emotional intelligence of an or-
ganisation will affect the level of development and efficiency of the intelligent organisation.

The answer to this question is affirmative if we take into account the overwhelm-
ing impact of the emotional condition of key people in the company on their business 
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decisions, or the impact of the mental state of leaders on relations in the company. 
Namely, we can understand organisational emotional intelligence as a combination of 
the aggregated level of the individual emotional intelligence of employees and the use 
of emotionally intelligent procedures, norms and behaviours in the whole organisation. 
Preliminary evidence suggests that organisational emotional intelligence is positively as-
sociated with organisational performance and employee health. Organisations may be 
able to increase this intelligence by gathering individual emotional intelligence among 
their employees and using emotionally intelligent procedures (Menges, 2012: 355–373).

Interactions between people in a company have their own temporal context and af-
fect the self-improvement of an intelligent organisation, as pointed out by March (2009). 
The author notes that each intelligence rating depends on the chosen time and place.  
It can have a seriously negative impact on the learning process of the organisation because 
reaching for experience is fraught with the subjectivity of the recalled past. There is also 
a conflict of desires, interests and attitudes of employees.

That is why it is worth quoting various types of relationships between an organisation 
and its health, expressed in the following dimensions: flexibility, rejuvenation, enforce-
ment, complementarity and complementation (Bratnicki, Kulikowska-Pawlak, Graca, 
2014); see Figure 3.

Relational capital enables fast transfer and exchange of knowledge, which in the case 
of modern knowledge-based organisations is an important pillar of its functioning and 
development. It can determine innovation and competitiveness in the current market 

Figure 3. Health of organisations and types of relationships

Source: Elsner (2014: 199)
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which is changing so rapidly. Therefore, an intelligent organisation should be healthy, 
and the interpersonal relationships that support information and knowledge sharing 
ought to be based on cooperation and collaboration instead of conflict and competition. 
The more creative the relationship and the healthier nature of an organisation, the less 
disturbed the emotional intelligence. Access to information can trigger different reactions 
depending on the propensity to take risk or, on the contrary, the propensity to avoid it 
and focus on secure solutions. Therefore, susceptibility to quick reactions resulting from 
the unpredictability of business conditions is strongly associated with leaders and the type 
of emotional intelligence of both leaders and the entire organisation.

In small enterprises, owners often play the role of a leader creating a vision of the IO 
goal and ways to achieve it combining leadership with management. Leadership is not 
based on a formally higher position in the company structure, but it is closely related in 
small and especially in micro-businesses.

Therefore, it often happens that the owner of the company has a vision of the com-
pany’s development, but it is in an unrecorded form and thus inaccessible to others.  
The owner can often change it because of numerous threats to the existence, e.g. due to 
lack of experience, a poor bargaining position or the work resources for the company’s 
development are too small or relatively inadequate.

The owner’s intelligence can have an overwhelming impact on the intelligence of the 
entire organisation and IO itself. Properly, the intelligent organisation of a company may 
undergo negative changes due to key employee turnover or personal problems of the 
owner. Appropriately, intelligent organisations are often associated with a specific project 
or product and are not a feature of the entire company. As a result, it is worth viewing 
them through particular types of innovation concerning product, process, organisation, 
pro-social issue and marketing.

In small companies, apart from the strong dependence on the type of leadership and 
focus on a particular type of innovation, there is a lack of development strategy and aware-
ness. Additionally, susceptibility to internal and external shocks can cause instability in the 
level of intelligent organisation development previously achieved. This conclusion is indi-
cated by the results of research on intelligent organisations in small companies (Godlewska- 
-Majkowska, 2013). Here innovative solutions are often the result of the work of a relatively 
small group of employees or a stakeholder supporting the development. The small scale of 
operations creates a risk of copying the solutions by larger and stronger market participants. 
If several key people leave the company, it can drastically reduce the potential of the intelli-
gent organisation because of the inevitable reduction of intellectual capital.

Dilemmas of measuring the intelligent organisation of companies

There are several important dilemmas in determining the level of IO development.  
The first is related to what should be measurement: the intelligence of an organisation  
or the level of maturity of an intelligent organisation.

Since it is known that the concept of an intelligent organisation is a subject of discus-
sion, and researchers accept various sets of features as necessary to define an organisation 
as an intelligent one, the question arises which features constitute the basis for measuring 
the level of development of intelligent organisation. Is there a kind of an IQ indicator for 
companies?
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Assuming that an intelligent organisation is related to the intelligence of its emplo- 
yees, we can examine the IQ of employees and assume that the higher the intelligence 
resources of those working in it, the more developed the intelligent organisation is. One 
can also try to estimate the value of intangible assets, indicating the value of knowledge 
as a commercial product.

However, such approaches are very difficult to apply because there is no way of check-
ing whether employees and owners are involved in work in a  way that allows the use  
of the potential of intelligence, and whether their intelligence fluctuates according to the 
occurrence of threats, or changes in relations within the company.

The second dilemma is the selection of criteria for assessing the level of development 
of an intelligent organisation. Depending on the selection of criteria, the results for as-
sessing the maturity of an intelligent organisation will differ.

If it is assumed that if the more features indicating its occurrence, the more devel-
oped an intelligent organisation is, then it is possible to measure this type of organisa-
tion. However, it should be remembered that the development potential of an intelligent 
organisation is being assessed because this approach does not apply to the effects of this 
intelligence, for instance to the competitiveness of companies. In the study carried out 
by a team led by Godlewska-Majkowska in 2013, small companies in the Mazovia region 
were looking for the leading features of identified intelligent organisations.

These were features such as the ability to generate, codify, store and transfer knowledge:
 � the ability to learn at individual and group levels,
 � adaptability and ease of application of new knowledge,
 � active acquisition of knowledge from outside, including entering into cooperative  

relationships, 
 � employing highly qualified specialists and using their talents,
 � possessing a formalised business development strategy,
 � having legal regulations regarding human capital management (i.e. personnel de-

velopment plans, promotion rules or periodic evaluation) (Godlewska-Majkowska, 
2013; Ginter, Kałuża, 2013).
Another attempt to identify intelligent organisations and assess their maturity is the 

work accompanying the Żagle Biznesu (Sails of Business) competition at the SGH War-
saw School of Economics. This competition aims to identify intelligent organisations 
among companies founded by the SGH graduates or students. In 2018 three companies 
with the features of intelligent organisations were identified and awarded. It is worth 
emphasising that these companies represented different scale of operation, different types 
of activity, different competitive advantages and different business models. What they 
had in common was the use of modern IT systems, investment in human capital and the 
ability to develop quickly. They were distinguished by the creative attitudes of employees 
and management staff. 

They were selected based on criteria such as: 
 � ability to generate, codify, store and transfer knowledge,
 � active acquisition of knowledge from outside, including entering into cooperative  

relationships,
 � adaptability and ease of application of new knowledge (innovation),
 � employing highly qualified specialists, so-called knowledge workers and using their 

talents,
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 � ability to learn at individual and group levels,
 � the value of intellectual capital far exceeding the value of material capital,
 � producing knowledge-rich products or services generating high added value,
 � possessing an information strategy or including information issues in the company’s 

strategy,
 � having internal regulations regarding human capital management (human resources 

development plan, promotion rules, periodic assessments),
 � using modern methods and tools in company management (e.g. Business Intelligence, 

TQM, balanced scorecard, ISO quality systems, HACCP system),
 � establishing permanent formalised relationships with other market participants (com-

petitors, co-operators, recipients, customers) or business environment institutions,
 � using knowledge management systems in the organisation, 
 � other practices proving that the company intentionally manages the process of creat-

ing and acquiring knowledge in order to gain a competitive advantage (source: archi-
val materials of the SGH Warsaw School of Economics).
The following criteria were used to check the effects of intelligent behaviour within 

the candidate companies: 
 � innovation of good practice,
 � regularity of activities implemented as part of good practice,
 � the appropriacy of practices in relation to running the business,
 � the company’s current competitive position resulting from the application of good 

practice,
 � the company’s growth potential as a result of good practice2.

That is why it is worth adjusting the criteria to a  type of company in terms of its 
innovativeness regarding product, technology, organisation and corporate social respon-
sibility.

Another dilemma is taking into account the size of the company and the profile of 
its activity while measuring intelligent organisation. A different set of features should be 
considered for small companies who, for example, will need less complex information 
and knowledge-management solutions in the early stages of the life cycle. On the oth-
er hand, there are large enterprises where multiple operational, financial and marketing 
processes necessitate the implementation of very extensive improvement activities for 
information and knowledge management in modern databases (e.g. CRM).

Measuring the maturity of an intelligent organisation also requires taking into ac-
count the type of business activity. There are particularly important elements, such as 
the life cycle length of the dominant product or services provided by the company, the 
geographical range of sales markets and how it increases the innovation offer. It is essen-
tial to know whether the organisation bases its business model on original innovations, 
or focuses on the successful modification, diversification or personalisation of already 
existing goods and services on the market.

Therefore, in the study of intelligent organisations within the second Żagle Biznesu 
(Sails of Business) competition at the SGH Warsaw School of Economics in 2019, having 
stated that analysed organisations are highly diverse, especially in terms of the size and 

2  Based on competition documentation and the author’s own materials as the chairwoman of the Jury of the 
Żagle Biznesu (Sails of Business) Competition held at the SGH Warsaw School of Economics in 2018.
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business model advancement, it was decided to distinguish several categories of intelli-
gent behaviours according to types of innovation, such as product, organisational, tech-
nological, marketing and CSR innovations. Consequently, strict criteria were applied to 
make an assessment of each category. Regardless of the specifics of innovation, the subject 
of the assessment was the competitive advantage resulting from the intelligent organisa-
tion existing in the company.

Intelligent organisation and the company’s competitive advantages

An intelligent organisation of a  company translates into competitive advantages and 
competitiveness. The question arises of what types of competitive advantage are directly 
or indirectly related to an intelligent organisation. This is a very broad issue due to many 
potential competitive advantages. To focus on the most important, a particular method 
of analysis will be used, relevant to those advantages arising in the operational sphere.

Assuming that competitiveness is the ability to be better than others, then the ap-
proach proposed by Waters (2002) is a good starting point. In his view, the basic compet-
itive advantages are low prices, high product quality, supplying products when demand 
occurs, keeping waiting periods for products limited to a minimum, products being tai-
lored to the needs of customers, adaptability to different levels of demand, a high de-
gree of product sophistication, and customer care. All these operational advantages can 
be achieved by rationalising operational processes in the company related to the sphere  
of production management and logistics.

An intelligent organisation gives the opportunity to enhance all of the indicated com-
petitive advantages. Therefore, Table 1 presents an example of operational strategies 
highlighted by Waters (2002), links between intelligent organisations, and competitive 
advantages considered through the key elements of the company and the consequences 
for the operating system.  

Table 1. Operational strategies and their implications for the operating system of companies with 
the features of intelligent organisations

Key 
element

Competitive 
Advantage

Operations system 
profile

Feature of intelligent organisation / 
Impact of intelligent organisation

Costs Low prices Large scale production, 
automation, high  
productivity, standard 
products, low fixed costs

Automation requires the use of mod-
ern solutions, e.g. technological inno-
vations, like flexible production cells. 
It brings benefits in the form  
of reduced costs of labour in difficult 
conditions or requiring high precision

Quality High product 
quality  

Reliable process, TQM, 
low product and oper-
ational variability, high 
quality of materials

Dedicated information systems based 
on the internet foster maintaining  
the reliability of the quality control 
and management system

Timing Delivering 
products when 
the need arises

Delivering products 
when the need arises

Creating dedicated systems based on 
the latest technologies, e.g. CRM, ERP, 
very promising for businesses based 
on shared economy, strengthening  
the decision-making process
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Speed  
of reaction

The waiting 
period for 
products  
limited to 
a minimum

Appropriate processing 
capacity, operating sys-
tem capable of quick re-
sponse, developed work 
planning system, close 
customer relationships

Systems accelerating the inflow of 
information and their processing in-
crease the reactivity of the operating 
system, assist planning work better 
and acquire employees who are  
necessary at a particular time, modify 
the work organisation and improve 
customer relationships 

Product 
flexibility

Products  
tailored to the 
needs of cus-
tomers

An extensive operating 
system capable of quick 
response, qualified em-
ployees, the ability to 
introduce changes in the 
process quickly, custom-
er involvement

The operating system based on intelli-
gent solutions which make it possible 
to use the potential of qualified know-
ledge workers and personalise the offer

Flexibility 
against 
changes in 
demand

Adaptability to 
different levels 
of demand

Flexibility of production 
capacities, operating 
system capable of quick 
response, developed 
work planning system, 
short production cycle

IO can make production capacities 
more flexible owing to the speed  
of operation on the global supply 
markets

Technology High level of 
product so-
phistication

Investments in R&D, 
ability to constantly in-
novate, use of new ideas

The organisation and operating sys-
tem are based on modern technologies 
that use a constant flow of information 
from the inside and from the competi-
tive IO environment 

Customer 
service

Customer care Close relations with the 
customer, obtaining 
information from the 
customer, flexibility, 
openness to suggestions

Modern dedicated information sys-
tems and relational capital are condu-
cive to effective customer relationship 
management and after-sales care  
as well as offer design. It is facilitated 
by an automated customer service 
system at the after-sales stage as well.

Source: based on Waters (2002)

In the light of the presented relationships between intelligent organisations and com-
petitive advantages, it can be stated that all basic competitive advantages can be enhanced 
in a company due to its intelligent organisation. However, these competitive advantages 
refer to technology (technological innovations), speed of response owing to information 
management with the support of modern technologies: competitive advantages based  
on timing, speed of response and customer service.

These competitive advantages are based on flexibility and maintaining direct custo- 
mer service where the customers are treated individually. Intelligent organisations, there-
fore, strengthen the specific positive features of small businesses, so they can compete 
with larger, less flexible companies focused on large-scale operations and cost optimisa-
tion by reducing fixed costs per product unit.

Conclusion

There is no unambiguous universally accepted definition of an intelligent organisation, 
although it is known that it exists. According to the author, it should be considered as one 
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in which decision-making processes are based on the processes of collecting, analysing, 
interpreting, sharing and collecting valuable data and information, which can be used  
at the right time to solve problems and generate competitive advantages for a company. 
This feature distinguishes intelligent organisations from other types.

The properties which an intelligent organisation has and the way it can be measured 
depends on the stage of its development, its specific activity and the dominant type of in-
novation concerning product, technology, organisation, marketing and corporate social 
responsibility.

There are several important dilemmas in determining the level of intelligent organi-
sation development. The first one is related to measurement whether it is the intelligence 
of an organisation or the level of maturity of the intelligent organisation should be meas-
ured. 

When measuring company intelligence, there is a problem in assessing its actual use, 
and how it is modified by emotional intelligence. While measuring the maturity of an 
intelligent organisation, the selection of criteria for assessing the level of intelligent or-
ganisation development becomes a challenge. These results will differ depending on the 
selection of criteria, therefore it is worth adjusting them to the type of the company in 
terms of its type of innovation for product, technology, organisation and corporate social 
responsibility.

The second dilemma is the issue of measuring an intelligent organisation depending 
on the size of the enterprise and its business profile. Different sets of features should be 
considered for small enterprises, which, for example, will need less complex information 
and knowledge management solutions in the early stages of the life cycle. Consequently, 
there are other features for large enterprises where multiple operational, financial and 
marketing processes necessitate the implementation of very extensive activities stream-
lining information and knowledge management in modern databases (e.g. CRM). Mea- 
suring the maturity of an intelligent organisation is also complicated by the type of ac-
tivity, especially the life cycle length of the dominant product or service provided by the 
enterprise, geographical coverage and the character of the offer.

Distinguished by intelligent organisation, small companies take advantage to strength-
en their competitive advantages, which significantly improve operational processes in 
terms of speed of response, optimise the use of competitive potential, especially within 
intellectual capital.

The type of leadership – founders or business owners – has a  great impact on the 
development opportunities of companies based on intelligent organisations. Their per-
ception of the business model and development strategy influence decisions that trigger 
the growth of the company’s intellectual capital. In addition, their decisions anticipate 
their competitors.

It may happen that intelligent organisations do not achieve lasting competitive advan-
tages, especially in crisis conditions in which the emotional intelligence of key personnel 
affects the entire organisation. In small businesses the departure of several key people 
from the company can drastically reduce the potential of IO, inevitably reducing the in-
tellectual capital.

Not only can intelligent organisations develop on the basis of internal stimuli, but also 
from their environment. Business relationships with franchisors, ‘business angels’ and 
big companies that incorporate small intelligent organisations are particularly important.
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In small companies, apart from a strong dependence on the type of leadership and fo-
cusing on a particular type of innovation, there is a lack of development strategy or weak 
awareness in the company, as well as susceptibility to internal and external shocks, which 
causes the instability of previously achieved levels of intelligence. There is a considerable 
risk if copying innovative solutions by larger and stronger market participants.

Small businesses with the features of intelligent organisations can compete in the ope- 
rational sphere by better organisation of production and logistics, basing them on ele-
ments such as technology, speed of response, timing and customer relations.

At the same time, existing dedicated operating systems can strengthen the competi-
tive advantages which are typical of large companies and are related to costs and quality. 
However, these advantages cannot be taken for granted and must be under continuous 
monitoring assessment leading to the improvement of processes, changes in the business 
model and even business strategy, if necessary. In conclusion, IO is a source of compet-
itive advantage for small companies. These advantages are not permanent however and 
some of them could be copied or modified.
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