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1. Introduction and Research Focus:

This thesis critically explores the intersection of digitalization and governance, with a 
concentrated focus on the implementation and implications of the smart city and smart village 
frameworks within Romanian municipalities. The research undertakes a multi-faceted 
examination of how digital infrastructure, innovation, and policy coalesce to reshape urban 
and rural governance systems. It posits that the smart city/village framework, beyond being a 
technological or administrative upgrade, signifies a fundamental shift in governance 
paradigms, fostering a move towards more efficient, sustainable, and citizen-centric 
municipalities. Through an integrative theoretical and practical approach, the study advances 
the discourse on how local governments can adapt to and harness digitalization, particularly 
in a post-pandemic context where the digital divide has become more pronounced.

2. Research Objectives and Theoretical Contributions:

1. Comprehensive Theoretical Framework: The first aim of the research is to 
delineate a robust theoretical framework that synthesizes the disparate literature on 
digitalization and smart city models. By critically examining the definitions, components, and 
theoretical underpinnings of smart city and smart village concepts, the thesis establishes a 
cohesive narrative that aligns these frameworks with broader trends in urban and rural 
transformation. The study reviews how global cities have adopted digital solutions and 
positions Romanian localities within this global discourse.

2. Transnational and Local Case Studies: The second objective is to provide a 
comparative case study analysis that juxtaposes international best practices in smart city 
implementation with Romanian experiences. The research focuses on identifying 
commonalities and differences between developed smart city initiatives and emerging 
projects in Romania, with the goal of offering actionable insights for local governments. This 
comparative analysis is informed by the specific socio-economic and political conditions 
within which these cities operate, paying particular attention to funding mechanisms, 
governance structures, and digital infrastructure.

3. Perception and Cognitive Dimensions: A crucial component of the study 
involves assessing the cognitive and perceptual dimensions of smart city/village initiatives 
among key stakeholders in Romanian local administrations. This investigation is grounded in 
qualitative interviews with mayors, civil servants, and project managers responsible for the 
implementation of smart initiatives. By exploring the subjective interpretations and 
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challenges perceived by these individuals, the research sheds light on the human factors 
influencing the success or failure of digitalization efforts in municipalities.

4. Evaluating Implementation and Knowledge Levels: The fourth objective is 
to empirically examine the relationship between the level of understanding of the smart city 
framework within local governments and the actual implementation of smart projects. The 
study posits that the six key components of the smart city framework (Smart Government, 
Smart People, Smart Economy, Smart Environment, Smart Infrastructure, Smart Living) 
serve as the foundation for successful implementation but are contingent on the knowledge 
and capacity of public servants to operationalize these concepts within their communities.

3. Theoretical Foundation and Literature Review:

The thesis begins with an exhaustive literature review that maps the evolution of 
digitalization and smart city frameworks from their conceptual origins to their contemporary 
applications. The theoretical exploration is divided into three main strands:

• Historical Evolution of Digitalization: A detailed exploration of the 
historical development of digitalization, from its initial emergence as a tool for automating 
administrative functions to its current role as a driver of socio-economic change. The study 
explores how digitalization has been conceptualized as a catalyst for innovation, efficiency, 
and inclusivity in urban planning.

• Theoretical Constructs of Smart Cities and Villages: This section provides 
a comprehensive review of the smart city and smart village paradigms, discussing various 
scholarly definitions, frameworks, and debates. It highlights the growing importance of 
digital technologies in urban and rural governance, noting how smart cities are seen as hubs 
of innovation and sustainability. Smart villages, though less discussed in the literature, are 
presented as an emerging model with significant potential, particularly in contexts like 
Romania where rural development is critical.

• Key Components and Indicators of Smart Cities: The study synthesizes the 
diverse indicators used to assess smart cities, focusing on the six core components (Smart 
Government, Smart People, Smart Economy, Smart Environment, Smart Infrastructure, and 
Smart Living). It reviews how these components interact to create a holistic ecosystem where 
digitalization improves governance, fosters economic growth, and enhances quality of life.

4. Case Study Analysis:

In the practical component, the thesis presents an in-depth comparative analysis of smart city 
implementations both globally and in Romania:

• International Case Studies: The thesis examines 22 international smart 
cities, including renowned examples such as Singapore, Barcelona, and Amsterdam, which 
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have become benchmarks for smart governance. These cities are analyzed through the lens of 
their digital strategies, governance innovations, and public-private partnerships. The study 
identifies best practices, such as the role of data-driven decision-making, citizen engagement 
platforms, and integrated digital infrastructure, which have been pivotal in these cities’ 
success.

• Romanian Case Studies: The analysis then shifts focus to Romania, 
presenting detailed case studies of cities such as Cluj-Napoca, Alba Iulia, and Iași. These case 
studies explore how Romanian municipalities have leveraged European funding, such as the 
Recovery and Resilience Plans, to implement smart city/village projects. However, the thesis 
highlights the stark disparity between urban and rural implementations, with rural areas often 
lacking the necessary infrastructure and skilled personnel to fully realize the potential of 
smart technologies.

5. Methodological Approach:

The thesis employs a mixed-methods research design to triangulate data from various 
sources. The qualitative component consists of semi-structured interviews with key 
stakeholders in Romanian local governments, while the quantitative component uses survey 
data to assess the knowledge and implementation levels of smart city projects. Data from the 
interviews were analyzed using VOSviewer and Voyant Tools, enabling the creation of co-
occurrence networks and thematic visualizations. The quantitative data, collected through a 
questionnaire distributed to public servants, was processed using the fuzzy-set Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) method. This enabled the identification of causal 
relationships between smart city components, public servant knowledge, and project 
implementation outcomes.

6. Key Findings and Theoretical Implications:

1. Digitalization as a Catalyst for Governance Transformation: The findings 
reveal that digitalization, when integrated into a coherent smart city strategy, acts as a catalyst 
for transformative governance. The research underscores that municipalities that adopt a 
citizen-centric approach, supported by digital platforms for transparency, participation, and 
service delivery, experience significant improvements in governance efficiency and public 
trust.

2. Challenges in Rural Digitalization: The research identifies significant 
challenges in the implementation of smart village initiatives, particularly in rural Romania, 
where infrastructural deficits and limited access to skilled labor hinder progress. While 
European funding presents an opportunity for addressing these gaps, the study suggests that 
without targeted capacity-building initiatives, rural areas may struggle to keep pace with 
urban digitalization efforts.
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3. Institutional and Bureaucratic Barriers: Bureaucratic inertia and 
institutional silos within local administrations were found to be major impediments to the 
successful implementation of smart city initiatives. The thesis argues for a more integrated 
and cross-departmental approach to governance, facilitated by digital platforms that allow for 
better coordination and resource management.

4. The Role of Public Servants in Implementation: The study highlights a 
direct correlation between the knowledge level of public servants regarding the smart city 
framework and the degree of project implementation. Municipalities where public servants 
had received training in digital technologies were more successful in implementing complex 
smart projects.

7. Policy Recommendations and Managerial Implications:

The thesis provides a series of policy recommendations for both local and central 
governments:

• Enhancing Digital Literacy: Municipalities should invest in the continuous 
training of public servants to ensure they are equipped to manage and implement smart city 
projects. This is particularly important in rural areas, where recruitment challenges make it 
difficult to attract qualified personnel.

• Building Digital Infrastructure: The research emphasizes the importance of 
developing robust and scalable digital infrastructures, especially in rural areas where 
connectivity remains a significant barrier. High-speed internet access is foundational for the 
success of smart village projects.

• Leveraging Public-Private Partnerships: The study advocates for the use of 
public-private partnerships to supplement public funding for smart initiatives. Private sector 
expertise in technology deployment and innovation can help local governments overcome 
financial and technical challenges.

8. Future Research and Limitations:

The dissertation acknowledges certain limitations, particularly in the scope of the case study 
selection and the focus on Romanian municipalities. Future research could expand the 
geographic scope to include a more diverse range of cities and rural areas across Europe and 
globally, allowing for more comprehensive cross-national comparisons. Moreover, future 
studies could examine additional variables influencing smart city success, such as political 
leadership, civic engagement, and private sector involvement.

9. Conclusion:

This research provides a foundational framework for understanding how digitalization can be 
harnessed to transform governance through smart city and smart village initiatives. It offers 
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both theoretical contributions to the academic discourse on digital governance and practical 
recommendations for local governments seeking to navigate the complexities of digital 
transformation. By synthesizing theoretical insights with real-world examples, the thesis not 
only advances scholarly understanding but also provides actionable strategies for 
policymakers and public servants committed to fostering more resilient, sustainable, and 
inclusive municipalities. 
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