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       Managing Open Innovation in SMEs 

 The concept of open innovation has become a very popular topic during 

the last decade, with an increasing number of small-  and medium- sized 

enterprises (SMEs) embracing open innovation practices to gain a com-

petitive advantage. With the majority of publications focusing on large 

o rms, open innovation in SMEs has received scant attention from both 

scholars and practitioners. This book seeks to correct this imbalance by 

providing an in- depth study for both business managers and graduate- 

level students. Using rich, in- depth case studies from successful compa-

nies, it examines different approaches to managing open innovation in 

order to develop practical guidelines for implementation. It also highlights 

important differences between open innovation strategies in SMEs and 

large companies. Its o ndings will be of use to those studying or working 

in innovation management, open innovation, small business management, 

and entrepreneurship. 

  Prof. Dr. Wim Vanhaverbeke  is a professor at the University of 

Hasselt and visiting professor at ESADE Business School and the National 

University of Singapore. He has published articles in several international 

journals and is the co- editor of two books on open innovation together 

with Henry Chesbrough and Joel West. He is a dedicated open innovation 

researcher collaborating with different partners in universities and com-

panies around the globe. He established the European Innovation Forum 

with Henry Chesbrough in 2012. He is a frequently invited speaker at 

leading international conferences and an adviser for several globally oper-

ating companies. He was recognized by the International Association of 

Management of Technology (IAMOT) as one of the top o fty authors of 

technology and innovation management from 20083 2012.   
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  Open innovation is a hot topic these days. Yet, if you had done a 

Google search on the term in 2003, you would not have found any 

useful responses. Today that Google search would return hundreds 

of millions of responses. Open innovation has gone from nowhere to 

everywhere in just over a decade. 

 Open innovation is based on the fundamental idea that useful 

knowledge is now widespread throughout society. No one organiza-

tion has a monopoly on great ideas, and every organization, no matter 

how effective internally, needs to engage deeply and extensively with 

external knowledge networks and communities. An organization that 

practices open innovation will utilize external ideas and technologies 

as a common practice in its own business (outside- in open innovation) 

and will allow unused internal ideas and technologies to go to the 

outside for others to use in their respective businesses (inside- out open 

innovation). 

 What evidence is there that open innovation actually works? Many 

individual companies such as Procter & Gamble have proudly pro-

claimed their success with their version of open innovation called 

Connect and Develop.  1   Another consumer products o rm, General 

Mills, analyzed sixty new product introductions in a twelve- month 

period. The company found that products that had a substantial open 

innovation component outsold the ones that did not by more than 

100 percent.  2   In the industrial sector, a recent study of 489 projects 

inside a large European manufacturer found that projects involving 

signio cant open innovation collaboration achieved a better o nancial 

return for the company than those that did not.  3   

 At the level of the economy, a number of studies employing the 

Community Innovation Survey have found that organizations with 

more external sources of knowledge achieve better innovation per-

formance than those with fewer sources, controlling for other factors.  4   

    Foreword     
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A recent survey of 125 large o rms also found that o rms that employed 

open innovation were achieving better innovation results.  5   

 However, all of this evidence comes from  large organizations . There 

has been much less work done on whether and how open innova-

tion might work in small and medium enterprises (SMEs). This is why 

Professor Wim Vanhaverbeke9s book is so necessary and so useful. It 

beautifully o lls a huge gap in the world of innovation studies. 

 Readers will o nd this book, like so much of his other work, o lled 

with useful examples, thoughtful arguments, and convincing evi-

dence. Open innovation really does work differently in SMEs. As 

Vanhaverbeke explains, SMEs lack the resources to have extensive 

project portfolios or elaborate innovation processes with stage gates. 

Instead, SMEs innovate project by project, in response to often severe 

competitive pressures. 

 And innovation in SMEs is inseparable from business model inno-

vation. This is an important insight, both academically and practically. 

Academically, it contributes to an ongoing debate about whether open 

innovation should be conceptualized as a process that includes a busi-

ness model or not.  6   It is an important practical insight, because SME 

leaders and entrepreneurs will be far more successful if they explicitly 

incorporate business model innovation into their thinking about open 

innovation. And those who work with SMEs will have greater success 

if they examine the business model of the SME, along with its technol-

ogy and capability.  7   

 Vanhaverbeke also provides some nice examples that show that 

open innovation (and business model innovation) is not simply for 

technologically intensive industries. SMEs in decidedly nontechno-

logical industries have found open innovation to be quite useful, and 

indeed vital, to their ongoing success. This is another important o nd-

ing that will be of great academic and practical interest. 

 SMEs are an increasingly important part of the economy in virtually 

all the Organisation for Economic Co- operation and Development 

(OECD) countries. Whether it is research and development (R&D) 

spending, or patents granted, or jobs created, SMEs are at the fore-

front of many if not most advanced economies. This book should be 

of great interest to scholars and even many managers in companies of 

all sizes. Policymakers also will need the insights in this book as they 

seek to advance the complex economies of the twenty- o rst century. 
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 With that said, let me conclude by stating that this is a book I have 

long awaited, and I am truly glad that it is now available to us all. 

 Henry Chesbrough 

 Adjunct Professor, 

UC Berkeley Haas School of Business; 

Professor of Information Systems, 

ESADE Business School, Ramon Llul University; 

Honorary Visiting Professor, 

Lappeenranta University of Technology, Finland   
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 This book is the result of eight years of research on open innovation 

in small o rms. It has been a wonderful journey, rich as a source of new 

insights in open innovation management. The o eld research for the 

book also brought me into contact with many interesting companies 

and managers whom I deeply respect for the work they have done. 

I wrote this book with the intention of combining the practical and 

the theoretical so that both SME managers and academics o nd it use-

ful to read. 

 The conception of the book started when I was working on a report 

about <Open Innovation in SMEs= commissioned by the Flanders 

District of Creativity (FDC). I developed the report for Vlerick 

Business School with the help of Stijn De Zutter and Ine Vermeersch. 

The report was published in 2011 and I thank Jan Bormans, at that 

time Valorisation Manager at FDC, for the support during and after 

the writing of the report and for granting permission to publish this 

book, which is partially based on the same research. I9m also indebted 

to University of Hasselt for granting me the title of Research Professor: 

this offered me the opportunity to free sufo cient time to explore open 

innovation in small o rms and to write this book. I received continuous 

support from Piet Pauwels, Dean of the Faculteit Bedrijfseconomische 

Wetenschappen (BEW), and my colleagues Nadine Roijakkers and 

Bart Leten. Specials thanks go to Usman Muhammed, who has been 

very helpful in discussing different chapters of the book and in help-

ing me with interviews and transcripts. I have also been fortunate to 

be a visiting professor at ESADE Business School and the National 

University of Singapore (NUS). ESADE was one of the o rst business 

schools in Europe to fully support open innovation. Alfons Sauquet 

and Jonathan Wareham, the previous and the current deans, have con-

sistently supported my research in open innovation. ESADE is also a 

great environment in which to teach open innovation and to discuss 

it with other open innovation scholars. At NUS, I had the privilege of 

  Acknowledgments   
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