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Abstract: Beyond the fashion effect, the smart city phenomenon has become a good indicator of the 

dynamism of a modern, more communicative and responsible city. Many companies have taken part in this 

evolution either by their natural positioning such as Orange or by a technical capacity to carry this change 

(IBM, Cisco …). But what about the others, in particular small and medium enterprises (SMEs)? The 

purpose of this paper is to study the role of smart SMEs in the development of smart cities based on the 

case of Casablanca; a city in the works to turn into a smart city and where SMEs represent the nerve center 

of the economy. More specifically, the purpose of this study is to establish a correlation between economic 

intelligence (EI) practices in SMEs and the development of smart cities based on the collaborative approach. 

The results showed that EI is still embryonic in the case of SMEs located in Casablanca mainly due to 

cultural and organizational factors. SMEs need therefore to change their working methods to overcome 

those factors and take part in the smart city ecosystem. In that, we support the progressive vision which 

puts people at the forefront rather than considering that digital technologies alone can transform and 

improve cities. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the smart city has been a concept that fuels many elected officials speeches when it 

comes to issues of growth, efficiency and prosperity of tomorrow’s cities. The City of Casablanca, is not left 

out as it was awarded the IEEE Smart City Initiative on the basis of a smart, frugal, social and sustainable 

city concept based on establishing public-private-populations partnerships, enabling citizens to be real 

players in the construction of the city of tomorrow. The Casablanca smart city project is therefore a stake 

for the city, its citizens and also its businesses [1]. The slogan of the last “Casablanca smart city expo” 

edition was “The city by all”, whence the central question of this paper: What is the role of smart SMEs in 

the development of smart cities: case of the city of Casablanca? 

The purpose of this study is to establish a correlation between economic intelligence (EI) practices in 

SMEs and the development of smart cities. It consists of identifying and describing accurately those 

practices through a descriptive quantitative study. SMEs constitute the nerve center of the Moroccan 

economy, as they represent 90% of overall enterprises but only 20% of created added value [2]. In order to 

face the challenges of globalization, their competitiveness is a must. As such, they need new management 
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methods placing innovation at the heart of their strategies. According to [3], legal protection systems 

embodied in the international agreements are no longer sufficient to act as entry barriers, while 

counterfeiting accounts for a significant share of global trade. 

This paper is structured as follows: first, we will take a global view of EI as a practice serving the 

company’s strategic management, its competitiveness, as well as its impact on the emergence and 

development of smart cities. Then, we will describe EI practices by analyzing the results of the survey 

conducted among a sample of 210 SMEs located in Casablanca and working in the tertiary sector. Based on 

this analysis, we will project on the prospects of the emergence and development of Casablanca smart city 

using the collaborative approach and a framework as a proposal to understand how smart cities relate to 

smart SMEs. 

2. Literature Review 

Informing refers to providing representations to solve problems, given that these representations must 

be adapted to the context of use. Information is what brings us knowledge, which alters our worldview and 

reduces our uncertainty. It is relevant when it obeys quantitative, qualitative and temporal criteria [4]. This 

is what will be specified few years later by [5], emphasizing that EI includes all operations monitoring the 

competitive environment (protection, watch, influence) and thus is different from traditional intelligence. 

Information reliability and credibility are therefore a major challenge for any company. In that, [6] argue 

about intelligence as the ability to strategically venture into the uncertain, the ambiguous, the random by 

seeking and using maximum certainty, precision, and information. 

A rigorous implementation of EI principles in companies contributes to the intelligence of the territories 

in which they operate. The smart city concept consists actually of using information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) to respond to environmental, social and economic challenges posed by cities growth. 

That is, using these technologies to improve the efficiency and quality of public services while lowering 

their costs and achieving a sustainable development model [7]-[11]. 

Since its appearance in the late 90s, the smart city concept was quickly captured by a number of 

multinational ICT companies which have considerably contributed to its dissemination and development 

[12]. The trademark "Smarter Cities" registered by IBM in 2011 represents a turning point in the visibility 

struggle ICT companies have engaged in. Today, IBM is a leading player in the development of systems 

supporting smart cities: data collection, security management, public transport management and energy 

distribution. These systems are currently used in several major cities around the world, including New York, 

Madrid and Chicago [12]. According to some authors, this appropriation by the business community has 

contributed to the concept’s limited perception, while its definition still does not reach consensus in the 

scientific community [12]. Thus, the smart city is a fuzzy concept that has no single models or definitions. 

However, the smart city concept is generally presented as a solution to certain aspects of the four 

dimensions of sustainable development (economic, environmental, social and governance). This is why the 

functional model as in [13] is widely recognized. According to this model, smart cities can be categorized 

according to six main criteria: smart economy, smart mobility, smart environment, smart people, smart 

living, and smart governance. 

3. Research Model and Hypothesis 

To analyze the impact of smart companies on the development of smart cities, we will consider the 

criterion of smart economy, which refers to the overall city competitiveness in terms of its innovative 

approach to R&D, labor market flexibility, entrepreneurship opportunities and city leadership at the 

national and international levels [13]. Smart city theorists argue that cities are characterized by a dynamic 
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economy for two reasons: on the one hand, promoting the “smart city” label attracts companies and the 

creative class to come and settle in. On the other hand, their presence and their proximity (for example by 

grouping them geographically into clusters) would encourage the innovation of products and services that 

would benefit both the city and businesses [14]. These notions were extensively addressed in the concept of 

creative city and creativity class [15], which [14] considers to be related to the smart city concept. 

To make cities more intelligent, two categories of tools are distinguished in the literature: methodological 

tools for developing and implementing new technologies in the city; and technologies themselves 

(infrastructure, sensors and applications communicating, accessing, storing, manipulating, producing and 

transmitting information in all forms). In other words, the emergence of the smart city corresponds to an 

exponential production of data, the “Big Data” involving considerable technological, political, economic and 

commercial stakes. This mass of information offers many opportunities for companies, including SMEs, to 

better understand their markets and know their competitors. In addition, these big data can also present 

unprecedented opportunities to bring decision-makers and planners closer to citizens. This ideal 

corresponds to the desire for an open, transparent and collaborative city [16]. 

In this context, we consider the collaborative approach to provide an explanation and analysis of the 

relationship between smart cities and smart SMEs. “Collaboration goes beyond communication, 

cooperation, and coordination. It means “work together”. It is a mutually beneficial relationship between 

two or more parties to achieve common goals by sharing responsibility, authority, and accountability for 

achieving results. It goes beyond sharing information or cooperating or coordinating to achieve each party’s 

own goals. The purpose of collaboration is to create a shared vision and joint strategies to address concerns 

that go beyond the purview of any particular party” [17]. 

We propose a framework based on a bidirectional link between smart cities and smart SMEs: 

 

 
Fig. 1. Research model. 

 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Implementing EI principles in companies contributes to the intelligence of the 

territories in which they operate. 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Smart cities deployment is an economic opportunity for SMEs. 

4. Data Analysis and Results 

The framework proposed in the previous section suggests that smart cities, big data and businesses have 

a mutually reinforcing relationship. In order to improve mobility, manage energy consumption and secure 

the population, smart cities rely on the exploitation of digital technologies currently in full growth, such as 

smartphones and tablets, social networks, mobile applications, and especially connected objects. These 

objects are equipped with sensors and connected to the Internet. Once connected, they produce and receive 

massive amounts of data; the big data. In addition to the "volume" aspect, big data is defined by other 

characteristics such as high velocity, wide variety of data and most of all their great value in terms of sample 

completeness, accuracy, and relational nature [18]. Thus, when data has been accumulated over a period of 
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time, it is possible to not only make descriptive analysis but also predictive analysis (to obtain the 

probability that an event X will occur in the future), and prescriptive analysis (to obtain the probability of 

the results at time T1 of a decision taken at time T0) [19], [20]. In short, the connection, integration and 

analysis of produced and transmitted data by connected objects provide a more coherent and intelligent 

understanding of the city, enabling businesses to provide in turn economic and innovative value benefiting 

the smart city and its citizens [21], [22]. 

On the other hand, while SMEs, in particular traditional SMEs, can actually exploit big data, the real 

difficulty is more on the side of know-how: which data should be exploited and how to make it a 

competitive advantage? The implementation of IE principles is therefore essential to exploit the power of 

big data and make the most relevant decisions. This is how SMEs will turn smart. 

The survey of 210 SMEs located in Casablanca to describe their EI practices shows that due to cultural 

and organizational reasons, the selected SMEs face difficulties in implementing active security policies. 

They also neglect monitoring the economic environment, the voluntary sector as well as international 

actors. Finally, regarding influence and competitiveness, more than 67% of SMEs have quality products, but 

are likely to face difficulties selling them, while 91% of managers believe their companies have a good level 

of competitiveness without implementing influence mechanisms. It appears then that EI is still embryonic 

in the case of SMEs located in Casablanca. Consequently, it is very early to analyze their role in the 

development of Casablanca smart city. But at this stage, smart city initiatives and the e-Madina cluster 

officially launched in April 2015 would probably push SMEs towards this "new state of mind" which is EI to 

find their place in the middle of digital revolution and benefit from the smart city ecosystem. 

Beyond interoperable, open and secure infrastructures, this implies a desire to "work together" in order 

to "live better together"; a desire to transform working methods and overcome cultural and organizational 

barriers. In other words, management styles, corporate culture and the positive involvement of the human 

factor are the real ingredients for the success of such project. In that, we share the progressive vision as in 

[14], which puts people at the forefront rather than considering that digital technologies alone can 

transform and improve cities. More specifically, [14] suggests that a city would be smart when information 

and digital technologies are used to educate, mobilize and encourage citizens to engage in policy debates 

around the future of their living environment [14]. Reference [8] also emphasizes that cities would become 

smart when investments in social (institutional and human) and technological infrastructure would 

promote sustainable development and improve its residents quality of life. For this last representation of 

the smart city, we hold that technological infrastructure is essential, but not sufficient. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, if Casablanca is in progress to achieve the smart city status, SMEs need to consider 

seriously the implementation of EI principles. Certainly, the deployment of the smart city ecosystem is an 

economic opportunity for Casablanca’s SMEs, they must think about creating a digital offer adapted to the 

new needs of the smart city. Due to entry barriers, they would benefit from working with larger groups to 

better respond to public tenders. Indeed, the intelligence of an emerging city like Casablanca is mainly 

linked to its infrastructure in terms of transportation, energy, and technology. However, we support the 

progressive vision as in [14] arguing that these infrastructures are not sufficient. Components such as 

human capital are considered decisive for smart urban development in increasingly competitive situations 

[23]. Finally, this paper does not present a full answer on the links between smart cities and smart SMEs, 

but opens up discussions about the human factor as a central element of a sustainable smart city. Therefore, 

future research must explore the smart city as a “system of socio-technical innovation.” 
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