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Abst ract     

   Sm all-  and m edium  sized enterprises (SMEs)  are of high social and econom ic 
im portance since they represent  99%  of European enterprises. With regard to their  
rest r icted resources, SMEs are facing a lim ited capacity for innovat ion to com pete 
with new challenges in a com plex and dynam ic com pet it ive environm ent . Given this 
context , SMEs need to increasingly cooperate to generate innovat ions on an 
extended resource base. Our research project1 focuses on the aspect  of open 
innovat ion in SME-networks enabled by Web 2.0 applicat ions and referr ing to 
innovat ive solut ions of non-com pet it ive daily life problem s. Exam ples are indust r ial 
safety, work- life balance issues or pollut ion cont rol. The project  raises the quest ion 
whether the use of Web 2.0 applicat ions can foster the exchange of creat ivit y and 
innovat ive ideas within a network of SMEs and hence catalyze new form s of 
innovat ion processes am ong its part icipants. Using Web 2.0 applicat ions within SMEs 
im plies consequent ly breaking down innovat ion processes to em ployees’ level and 
thus system at ically opening up a heterogeneous and broader knowledge base to idea 
generat ion. I n this paper we address first  steps on a roadm ap towards Web 2.0-
based open innovat ion processes within SME-networks. I t  presents a general 
fram ework for interact ion act ivit ies leading to open innovat ion and recom m ends a 
regional m arketplace as a viable, t rust -building driver for further collaborat ive 
act ivit ies. These findings are based on field research within a specific SME-network in 
Rhineland-Palat inate Germ any, the “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.” , which consist s 
of roughly 100 heterogeneous SMEs em ploying about  8,000 workers.   

I nt roduct ion 

Sm all-  and m edium  sized enterprises (SMEs)  are increasingly confronted with 
com plex and dynam ic problem s of daily work life. Exam ples are worker’s health 
protect ion, indust rial safety, work- life balance issues, conservat ion of energy or 
pollut ion cont rol. Since these non-com pet it ive aspects are across all act ivit ies of a 
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com pany’s value chain, they also becom e im portant  to prim ary act ivit ies and thus 
require innovat ive solut ions. SMEs need to cooperate in order t o generate innovat ive 
solut ions on an extended resource base. 

Within our research project  we explore new m anagem ent  st rategies for  
collaborat ion in SME-networks related to innovat ive, cooperat ive solut ions for daily 
work life problem s. We system at ically analyze concepts and m odels of self-
organizat ion and inform at ion technology ( IT)  in the context  of Web 2.0 and assum e 
that  

x Many em ployees are confident  in using Web 2.0-applicat ions in their private lives 
and thus are m ot ivated to part icipate on a Web 2.0-plat form  in a cross-
organizat ional environm ent , 

x Heterogeneous groups offer  a high potent ial for creat ivit y and innovat ion.  

According to these assum pt ions we focus on the capabilit y of Web 2.0 applicat ions 
to integrate em ployees from  different  com panies and to profit  from  their  
collaborat ive creat ivit y. Thus the proj ect  raises the quest ion-  whether t he use of Web 
2.0 applicat ions can foster the exchange of creat ivit y and innovat ive ideas within a 
network of SMEs and hence catalyze new form s of innovat ion processes am ong its 
part icipants. We follow an increm ental “act ion research design”  (Rom m e 2003)  
collect ing organizat ional and technical requirem ents for Web 2.0-based collaborat ive 
st ructures as well as developing and im plem ent ing a Web 2.0-applicat ion that  
supports inter-organizat ional creat ive processes within SME-networks. The proj ect  is 
based on field research within a specific SME-network in Rhineland-Palat inate 
Germ any, the “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.” . 

 
This paper presents first  results of our research project . I t  aim s at  depict ing first  

steps on a roadm ap towards Web 2.0-based open innovat ion processes within SME-
networks. First  of all we int roduce the network “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.”  we 
are analyzing and give an overview of the characterist ics and challenges it  is facing 
with regard to Web 2.0 applicat ions. We then focus on general aspects of Web 2.0-
based open innovat ion. Afterwards we present  first  results of an interview series 
conducted with m anagers of the network’s com panies. Finally we int roduce a general 
fram ework for interact ion act ivit ies leading to open innovat ion and recom m end a 
regional m arketplace as a viable, t rust -building driver for further collaborat ive 
act ivit ies. 

SME 2 .0 : Challenges of a Cooperat ive  Research Project  

I n the European econom y, SMEs play a m ajor role since they represent  99%  of all 
Europe enterprises and thus are a m ain source of ent repreneurial skills, em ploym ent  
and innovat ion (European Com m ission 2003) . I n recent  years, j oining cross-
organizat ional networks has becom e increasingly important  for SMEs wishing to 
access an extended resource base and operate on the basis of it  (Hum an and Provan 
1996;  St reet  and Cam eron 2007) . I n general, a network is an associat ion of at  least  
three autonom ous enterprises for the purpose of a corporate task fulfillm ent . By 
com bining and coordinat ing resources and organizat ional funct ions, they aim  at  
achieving com pet it ive advantages to create win-win-situat ions for all part icipat ing 
partners (Corsten 2001;  Picot  et  al. 2003) . Thereby cooperat ion generates synergies 
for  innovat ive business solut ions where the com binat ion of resources exceeds the 
sum  of individual efforts (European Com m ission 2003a) . The “Wir tschaftsForum  



Neuwied e.V.“ represents a SME-network in considerat ion which is described 
according to it s characterist ics and challenges below. 

“W irtschaftsForum  Neuw ied e.V.“ 

The “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.“ is a regional network in the north of 
Rhineland-Palat inate in Germ any that  consists of roughly 100 SMEs em ploying about  
8,000 workers. I t  was founded in 2002 and com prises com panies prim arily from  the 
indust ry and business sector in the surrounding area of Neuwied. The SME-network 
is heterogeneous in st ructure regarding respect ive size of the cooperat ing 
com panies, represented branches, products and services and technological affinity. I t  
focuses on non-com pet it ive act ivit ies and aim s at  fostering knowledge t ransfer 
between its m em bers and enhancing collaborat ion and business relat ions. I n this 
regard it  is facing challenges and problem s generally related to SMEs (Bellm ann and 
Gerster 2006;  St reet  and Cam eron 2007;  Thielem ann 1996) :  

x The m anagem ent  of SMEs is highly influenced by the personalit y of the owners 
and their at t itude towards doing business. Joining a network is usually decided on 
the execut ives’ level only, while em ployees are barely integrated into the 
collaborat ive work. This t ranslates into scant  use of expert  knowledge on the 
operat ional level within the SME-network. 

x IT is not  yet  widely im plem ented. Within the “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.”  
m any cooperat ing partners are hardly using IT, while others m aintain a 
sophist icated internet -based I T infrast ructure.  

x The capabilit y for innovat ion in SMEs is lim ited by rest r icted resources. Norm ally 
the business m odel is grouped around a core act ivit y im plying innovat ion efforts to 
be st r ict ly targeted at  t he sam e field of act ivit ies.  

The specific characterist ics of SME-networks depicted above influence their use of 
Web 2.0-applicat ions. I n the following we out line the philosophy under lying Web 2.0. 

SMEs and the use of W eb 2 .0  

Web 2.0 is a phenom enon that  represents a changing t rend in the World Wide Web 
(WWW). The term  was coined by Tim O’Reilly in 2004 and is used for act ive user 
part icipat ion on the Internet  (O’Reilly 2005) . The idea of the concept  is that  internet  
content  is not  j ust  to be read, listened to or observed, but  also to be generated, 
com m ented on and shared with other users (O’Reilly 2005;  Von Kortzfleisch et  al. 
2008) . As it  is heavily dependent  on act ive part icipat ion on it s users’ side, Web 2.0 
has an inherent  potent ial for com m on problem  solving and raising shared creat ivit y. 
I n this context  “Enterprise 2.0”  refers t o the consequent  applicat ion of Web 2.0 
within an organizat ional context  (McAfee 2006) . Our research proj ect  broadens this 
perspect ive insofar as it  addresses inter-organizat ional usage of Web 2.0 within a 
network of SMEs and int roduces the term  “SME 2.0”.  

 
I n daily business pract ice, Web 2.0 use (e.g. wikis and blogs)  has been observed 

as prim arily being rest r icted to com m unicat ion with the custom er and internal 
inform at ion and knowledge m anagem ent  (CoreMedia and Berlecon Research 2007;  
McKinsey and Com pany 2008;  The Econom ist  I ntelligence Unit  2007) . Within the 
context  of SMEs, the potent ial of Web 2.0 is not  yet  fully perceived (De Saulles 



2008a;  De Saulles 2008b;  Social Com put ing News Desk 2008) . Given the creat ive 
potent ial of Web 2.0, we analyze whether and to what  extent  social software is used 
within a network of SMEs and thus can unfet ter collect ive intelligence. Given the 
philosophy of SME 2.0 and the characterist ics of SME-networks, the challenges 
shown in figure 1 have to be dealt  with:  
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Fig. 1 . : Challenges of SME- netw orks using W eb 2 .0 .  

x Within the network SMEs are prim arily represented by their execut ives. Delegat ion 
to subordinates tends to be lim ited (Burns 2001) , also im plying they are not  
(sufficient ly)  integrated into the network’s act ivit ies. According to our 
understanding of SME 2.0, em ployees should becom e Web 2.0-users who 
part icipate in collaborat ive work by t ransferr ing their knowledge across the 
internet  plat form . This requires penet rat ing the em ployees’ level of the network. 

x Current ly, IT is hardly used within the SME-network, it s use being confined to daily 
business m at ters and thus m arkedly short - term ed (Levy and Powell 2005) . 
Com panies consequent ly need to be conducted to the new Web 2.0 approach. 

x I nternet  content  is passively consum ed but  not  act ively designed. User 
part icipat ion has to be act ivated (De Saulles 2008a;  De Saulles 2008b) . 

x Our research project  focuses on innovat ions regarding daily work life problem s.  
Since innovat ions in SMEs are norm ally related to their prim ary act ivit ies, the 
com panies have to be directed to this new aspect  for innovat ion. 

I n our research project  we focus on the quest ion whether the use of Web 2.0-
applicat ions can foster t he exchange of creat ivity and innovat ive ideas within a SME-
network. A Web 2.0-applicat ion is planned to be developed to enable web-based 
collaborat ive idea generat ion. This approach is based on a roadm ap defining the 
steps to be taken towards Web 2.0-based open innovat ion. According to the 
challenges we ident ified in figure 1, we first  have to ensure acceptance and usage of 
the Web 2.0-based plat form . Therefore we analyzed general requirem ents on Web 
2.0-applicat ions. At  the sam e t im e we considered aspects of Web 2.0-based open 
innovat ion that  also have to be integrated into the m odel. These aspects are 
discussed in the sect ion below. 

W eb 2 .0 - based Collaborat ive  Open I nnovat ion  

Open Innovat ion is a widely used term  current ly discussed in m any contexts. At  it s 
core, it  is the increasing usage of external sources for creat ing and developing new 



ideas which lead to innovat ion. I n cont rast  to a closed innovat ion paradigm , firm s t ry 
to include custom ers, users, universit ies and even com pet itors in different  stages of 
their new product  developm ent  processes (Chesbrough 2003) .  

 
The change from  a closed to a m ore open developm ent  paradigm  includes a 

change of the underlying m ental m odel as well. I n a closed innovat ion environm ent ,  
firm s t r ied to hire the sm artest  people to work for them , relied heavily on internal 
research and developm ent  act ivit ies (R&D) , and t r ied to cont rol and protect  their 
I ntellectual Property ( IP) . I n cont rast , in an open innovat ion environm ent , firm s are 
t rying to work with sm art  people from  inside and outside the com pany, are 
recognising internal R&D act ivit ies as only a part  of an innovat ion process, and are 
buying IP from  outside, whenever it  is needed and suitable for  the current  business 
m odel (Chesbrough 2003;  Van der Meer 2007) .  

 
I n recent  years, m any firm s opened several parts of their innovat ion processes for 

external part icipat ion. According to the different  types of possible external sources 
(users, custom ers, universit ies, research cent res, com pet itors, etc)  it  is im portant  to 
dist inguish them  with regard to the degree of their involvem ent . Most  act ivit ies of 
integrat ing users or custom ers in innovat ion processes can be observed in early and 
late phases of the innovat ion process – like m aking use of lead users or m ass 
custom izing products (Von Hippel 2005;  Piller and Walcher 2006)  – whereas 
integrat ing external partners in core developm ent  act ivit ies is open to a lesser 
extend. I n the lat ter case, firm s m ainly m ake use of indust r ial R&D consort ium s and 
joint  ventures which generally include cont ractual agreem ents – without  integrat ing 
users or custom ers. Furtherm ore, research in the area of open innovat ion is 
concent rated m ost ly on single users rather than on groups or com m unit ies. However, 
the role of com m unit ies in creat ing, shaping and dissem inat ing technological and 
social innovat ions outside the boundaries of the firm  is a specially prom ising research 
area (West  and Lakhani 2008) . Since heterogeneity is known to be a driver for  
creat ivit y and com m unit ies are heterogeneous in nature, they are offering a hidden 
creat ive potent ial (Oldm an and Cum mings 1996;  Alves et  al. 2007;  Schaarschm idt  
and Von Kortzfleisch 2008) . Furtherm ore, innovat ion networks, whether as networks 
of com panies or persons have the potent ial to act  as a proxy for innovat ion (Mart ins 
and Terblanche 2003;  Kratzer et  al. 2004;  Birkinshaw et  al. 2007) . 

 
To sum  up, open innovat ion is a prom ising t rend both in theory and pract ice. 

Com m unit ies are offering a high potent ial for generat ing innovat ive ideas and even 
products as is the case for developm ent  of open source software (Osterloh and Rota 
2007)  or idea generat ing plat form s (Lakhani 2008) . I n addit ion to the use of Web 2.0 
as basic-dem ocrat ic and m ore or less non-hierarchical st ructures, this potent ial is 
even higher (Schaarschm idt  and Von Kortzfleisch 2008) . Willingness to take r isk for 
exam ple, as an im portant  factor in generat ing innovat ive ideas, increases, when 
hierarchical st ructures are m issing (Dewet t  2007) . The challenge firm s are facing 
therefore is to canalize com m unity act ivit ies to t ransform  group creat ivit y into useful 
ideas. 

Open I nnovat ion –  Just  a Theory in the Context  of SME 2 .0 ? 

The first  phase of the research project  aim s at  analyzing the organizat ional and 
technical requirem ents to be m et  for the set -up of Web 2.0-applicat ions within the 
“WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.” . This sect ion out lines the results of explorat ive 



interviews with execut ives of the project ’s six value partners, both from  a 
m ethodological as well as content - related perspect ive. 

Set t ing up of the explorat ive  interview  phase 

The chosen research design com prises two stages:  the first  stage is directed at  
generat ing recom m endat ions for the enhancem ent  of cooperat ion act ivit ies within a 
network of SMEs. Such an enhancem ent  of cooperat ion act ivit ies is argued to be an 
indispensable prerequisite for open innovat ion act ivit ies within a network. 
Recom m endat ions are generated on the basis of explorat ive, qualitat ive interviews, 
which provide for substant ial insight  into the given context  and lay the ground for 
further generat ion of hypotheses (Miles and Huberm an 1994) . I n a second stage of 
the research, a broad-based survey will be conducted, t est ing the hypotheses 
generated beforehand. 

 
Concretely eight  m anaging directors out  of six partner firm s ( “value partners”)  

were interviewed on the basis of a sem i-standardized quest ionnaire. The value 
partners represent  SMEs of different  branches within the network and act  as lead 
users who test  the applicat ions and diffuse them  am ong the cooperat ing partners. 
The interviews were directed at  determ ining the goals and needs of sm all and 
m edium -sized com panies cooperat ing within the network on a st rategic level. They 
provide for general inform at ion about  the com pany in quest ion and its cooperat ion 
act ivit ies within “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.”, as well as for requirem ents, 
benefit s and object ions concerning the use of Web 2.0. The following synthesis is 
elaborated along the them at ic blocks of the quest ionnaire. 

Requirem ents for SME 2 .0 : First  Results of an Explorat ive Study 

1. Actual challenges of SMEs: The m ain challenges of SMEs are custom er loyalty 
and custom er acquisit ion as well as m arket  observat ion. Som e SMEs are operat ing 
on nearly saturated m arkets and have to cont inuously generate new ideas and 
open up addit ional business segm ents. Since these com panies m ight  be founded 
on a single business idea, custom er sat isfact ion is of prim ary im portance ( “We do 
not  want  to have just  sat isfied but  enthused custom ers! ”) . I deas are generated on 
the basis of internet  research, j ournals, t rade fairs or suppliers. However, a m ajor 
source for idea generat ion lies in the custom er needs gathered from  personal 
counselling talks or surveys. 

2. Mot ives for joining a  netw ork of SMEs: From  the execut ives’ percept ion, the 
„WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.“  offers a regional plat form , which enables a)  
external presentat ion of the com panies to com m unicate core business and services 
across the SME-network and b)  exchange of services, especially requests received 
from  other com panies within the SME-network and orders placed with part icipat ing 
partners. The interview partners were prim arily interested in gaining econom ical 
benefit s from  cooperat ion. 

3. Prerequisites for effect ive collaborat ion: At  present , the init ial expectat ions of 
the interviewees when j oining the “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.“  are not  
ent irely m et . I n this regard the network has to address the requirem ents below:  



– General survey of the m em ber st ructure. I nterview partners expressed the 
wish to obtain relevant , useful inform at ion on other m em ber firm s on the 
network’s website. So far, inform at ion on the m em ber st ructure of 
“WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.”, i.e. represented indust ry sectors, business 
areas and services provided, is not  available. 

– Cooperat iveness-  Collaborat ion requires cont inuous exchange of inform at ion 
and knowledge. The willingness to cooperate therefore depends on the 
com pany’s econom ic benefit  for all cooperat ing partners. 

– I ntegrat ion of the em ployees’ level-  Em ployees have not  been involved in 
network act ivit ies so far. At  present , the com panies of the network are 
exclusively collaborat ing on the execut ives’ level. I ntegrat ion of the operat ional 
em ployees’ perspect ive is therefore required. 

4. Benefit s of using W eb 2 .0 : Im plem entat ion of a Web 2.0-plat form  is expected 
to foster effect ive collaborat ion within the “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.”. The 
m anagers propose a sim ple Web 2.0-applicat ion with network-m em bers 
represented in a fact  sheet . The applicat ion is supposed to provide a 
st raight forward search funct ion which allows easy access to t he required 
enterprise inform at ion. I n addit ion, regional custom ers m ight  use this funct ion to 
find solut ions related to an individual problem . The Web 2.0-applicat ion is then to 
be gradually extended by addit ional funct ions such as a forum  for exchanging 
experiences, idea generat ion or idea test ing on the m arket . 

5. Success factors of SME 2 .0 : SME 2.0 is vitally dependent  on the part icipat ion of 
it s users. The successful im plem entat ion of Web 2.0-applicat ions within a network 
of SMEs requires act ive em ployees interact ing on the overall plat form . User 
part icipat ion it self is a quest ion of t rust , balance of effort  and benefit  as well as 
technical aspects:  The Web 2.0-based plat form  needs to m eet  t echnical 
requirem ents such as easy access and use. The goals and benefits of the 
applicat ion have to be obvious for each enterprise and each single user.  Security 
aspects such as prevent ing users from  diffusing wrong or m anipulated inform at ion 
that  could negat ively affect  the com pany have to be addressed with priorit y. I n 
order to cope with the problem s of lim ited t im e resources and inform at ion overflow 
on the part icipants’ side, all relevant  inform at ion has to be rapidly and easily 
available. 

SME 2 .0  vs. W eb 2 .0 - based Open I nnovat ion 

As discussed in the previous sect ion, open innovat ion needs a m ental change from  
closed to open developm ent  of ideas based on external resources. Our research is 
focused on idea generat ion within em ployees’ com m unit ies that  are exchanging 
creat ivit y and ideas in a Web 2.0-based environm ent  of cooperat ing SMEs. This 
requires act ive part icipat ion of all em ployees act ing independent ly of their  
com panies’ organizat ional st ructure. However, according to our results, the 
part icipat ion willingness rests upon condit ions such as t rust , security of sensit ive 
data, and balance between effort  and econom ical benefit . Given this context  it  can 
be assum ed that  the execut ives t ry to influence their em ployees’ act ivit ies within 
SME 2.0 as well as the content  that  is generated with Web 2.0-applicat ions. As a 
consequence we recom m end an increm ental approach towards Web 2.0-based open 
innovat ion as well as the direct  im plem entat ion of first  Web 2.0-applicat ions. Since 
t rust  has to be built  up by cooperat ion (Gam bet ta 2000) , this approach enables the 
establishm ent  of a Web 2.0-based plat form  m eet ing execut ives’ needs but  also 



object ions. Thereby clearly described goals and rules of cooperat ion in SME 2.0 help 
to significant ly reduce concerns towards the use of Web 2.0 (Volery and Mensik 
1998) . 

A Roadm ap tow ards Open I nnovat ion w ithin SME- netw orks 

Based on the analyzes of SMEs, their approach towards Web 2.0, and collaborat ive 
open innovat ion presented so far as well as the first  interviews led with com panies 
from  “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.”, the present  sect ion develops a general 
fram ework of interact ion within networks of SMEs and out lines a roadm ap for open 
innovat ion in this context . I nterpretat ion of the research outcom es stem m ing from  
“WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.”, m akes up for the first  building block of the 
fram ework. 

I nterpret ing the case of “ W irtschaftsForum  Neuw ied e.V.” 

The com panies of the network “Wirtschaft sForum  Neuwied e.V.” pursue the goal of 
“act ing in com m on”. As described beforehand and concret ized on their com m on 
website, “act ing in com m on” ranges from  fostering com pany relat ions and 
cooperat ion act ivit ies am ong the networking partners to establishing a com m on 
( internet )  appearance vis-à-vis the outside world. 

 
The com panies of the network are already taking an act ive part  in cooperat ing 

within a range of areas which are non-crit ical from  a com pet it ive perspect ive. 
Basically they are engaging either in the bundling of needs and resources, such as is 
the case for procurem ent , or in sharing experience e.g. concerning issues of 
leadership and personnel. An im portant  cooperat ion field at  present  is the set  up of 
com m on standards for  the t raining system s em ployed during apprent iceship of 
young workers. Because of it s character, shared resource use  is the term  applied 
for  this kind of cooperat ion act ivit ies within the network. 

 
Looking at  the case of “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.” from  this perspect ive 

shifts the init ial research quest ion into the quest ion of how it  is possible to m ove 
from  a state of shared resource use to a state of open innovat ion within a network of 
SMEs. Within this context , the internet  and especially Web 2.0 applicat ions are seen 
as a m eans of st im ulat ing interact ion am ong the firm s of the network. 

 
On a very general level, the first  set  of interviews conducted so far suggests that  

com panies of the heterogeneous network “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.” prefer an 
increm ental step-by-step-approach towards closer cooperat ion, thus slowly 
intensifying the interact ion of the partners involved. Besides, the interviews show a 
st rong need for  a bet ter m arket  and thus custom er access via the network. I n m ore 
specific term s, the interviews reflect  a dem and for cooperat ing in different  areas of 
act ivit ies. These areas of cooperat ion can be arrayed conform ing to the degree of 
reciprocity they reflect  in the following, increasing order:  

x Exchanging general inform at ion: This act ivit y is directed at  prom ot ing the 
network’s partners m ain willingness to cooperate and at  preparing the ground for  
further cooperat ion efforts. I t  is m utually t rust -building on the one hand and 
m eets a very pract ical need of exchanging basic inform at ion at  an early stage of 



the cooperat ion on the other. Providing general inform at ion on the business 
act ivit ies of the com pany and details of contact  persons engaged in cooperat ion 
act ivit ies are a typical exam ple for this area of interact ion. Exchanging general,  
useful inform at ion on business m at ters can be interpreted as a prerequisite for  
further cooperat ion within a network and also as a first  step towards act ivat ing the 
partners’ interact ion willingness. As it  can be helpful in the day- to-day work, it  is 
furtherm ore a way of m aking em ployees of all hierarchical levels act ive partners of 
the cooperat ion.  

x Broadening m arket  access: This is the case where cooperat ion within the 
network by m eans of Web 2.0 is looked at  as a way to becom ing bet ter known 
within the network and thus raising the num ber of dem and-driven contacts – and 
probably business t ransact ions – with potent ial custom ers. I n m ore act ive term s, 
bet ter knowledge of the networking partners can help firm s approach potent ial 
custom ers within the network with at t ract ive pricing m odels and custom er- specific 
offers. An exam ple could be a fitness and health cent re giving special m em ber 
discounts or holding in-house-courses at  it s partners’ offices addressing the 
specific needs of their workforce. All cases of broadening m arket  access planned 
so far have the com m on factor that  firm s look at  partners of the network and their 
em ployees in their capacity as potent ial custom ers.  

x Establishing sales partnerships: I n this case the network is intended to be used 
in order to establish a partnership of suppliers. Cooperat ion within the network in 
this context  is m eant  to create com prehensive business solut ions for custom ers 
who would otherwise have to cont ract  several suppliers and thereby incur higher 
t ransact ion costs, saving them  the cost  of establishing addit ional business 
contacts. An exam ple for  this kind of cooperat ion could be the case of several 
m anufacturers and t raders of heat ing, isolat ing, and security system s providing an 
overall energy and safety solut ion to a future hom eowner. I n cont rast  to the case 
of broadening m arket  access this type of cooperat ion act ivit y is genuinely 
network-oriented, however frequent ly with view to a network-external, private 
custom er. 

x Generat ing new  ideas by interact ing with the custom ers:  Cent ral to this type of 
cooperat ion is the explicit  interact ion between a supplier and her custom er for the 
sake of generat ing new ideas and business solut ions. An exam ple for  this case 
could be a staff t raining inst itute developing new t raining m ethods and contents in 
close cooperat ion with it s custom ers;  or a software firm  offering it s custom ers the 
possibilit y of conjoint  product  developm ent  and test ing, thus let t ing them  exert  
influence on the design and funct ionalit y of it s products and services. Of all the 
cases discussed so far, this one is the closest  t o open innovat ion and is 
characterized by the highest  degree of reciprocity between the cooperat ing 
partners. This is t rue even if the interact ion takes place at  the boundaries of the 
network as is the case for network-external custom ers.  

I nteract ion w ithin netw orks of SMEs: A general fram ew ork 

Analysis of the first  interview results has helped system ize the cooperat ion 
act ivit ies the m em bers of “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.” are undertaking on the 
basis of potent ial areas of interact ion  the networking com panies engages in. As for  
the areas of interact ion, four types of network cooperat ion could be ident ified:  
inform at ion exchange, m arket  access, sales, and idea generat ion. Since the present  
analysis is based on the outcom es of a few explorat ive interviews, the enum erat ion 
of interact ion areas is m ost  likely not  to be exhaust ive. 



The em pirical m aterial gathered from  the interviews as well as first  theoret ical 
considerat ions on this topic suggest  that  there m ight  be yet  another dim ension of 
interact ion im portant  for achieving collaborat ive open innovat ion within com pany 
networks. This dim ension is the general focus of the interact ion  in quest ion. 
Looking at  the focus of interact ion two cases can be dist inguished:  the case of 
direct ly creat ing interact ion value and the case of indirect ly creat ing it . 

x Direct  creat ion of interact ion value  covers all interact ions targeted at  
im proving sales as well as resource and cost  efficiency. Act ivit ies within this field 
of interact ion are direct ly cont r ibut ing to a firm ’s overall profit . The interviews 
show a st rong preference for cooperat ion efforts along this line of reasoning. 
Com panies of “WirtschaftsForum  e.V.” explicit ly want  to engage in “win-win-
act ivit ies” with regard to short - term  profit s. 

x I ndirect  creat ion of interact ion value  addresses all act ivit ies which are not  
creat ing direct  value and at  first  sight  m aybe are not  creat ing a value at  all.  The 
im portant  thing about  interact ion act ivit ies which indirect ly create value is that  
viewed from  a broader perspect ive they are not  only creat ing value for the 
business but  can even becom e crit ical from  a st rategic point  of view. This is the 
case for establishing favourable working condit ions in order to at t ract  excellent  
work force. With regard to the dem ographic developm ents that  the societ ies of the 
Western World are facing, at t ract ing highly m ot ivated and skilled workforce is 
becom ing increasingly difficult  especially for sm all and m edium -sized com panies. 
Therefore, engaging in act ivit ies that  im prove working condit ions and are thus 
render the working place m ore at t ract ive m ight  very well cont r ibute to a firm ’s 
overall goal of profitable growth. Cooperat ion act ivit ies within this context  can be 
especially prom ising, since they could m ake a business locat ion as a whole – in 
this case the “WirtschaftsForum  Neuwied e.V.” – m ore at t ract ive for highly skilled 
and m ot ivated workforce. A long- term  win-win-situat ion for networking partners 
can therefore be achieved. 

Sum m ing up, the analysis presented so far m akes up for  the following general 
fram ework of interact ions within networks of SMEs:  
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Fig.2 : Fram ew ork  for Netw ork  I nteract ion 



A roadm ap tow ards W eb 2 .0 - based open innovat ion 

The general fram ework of interact ion within SME-networks developed in the prior 
sect ion builds the basis for the roadm ap proposed towards Web 2.0-based open 
innovat ion. The previous sect ions covering the interview results and the theory of 
open innovat ion give essent ial clues for the concrete design of the approach 
recom m ended here. I n accordance with the analyses m ade so far,  the following 
recom m endat ions hold:  

x I n order to generate short - term , direct  value of interact ion, firm s should engage 
first  in cooperat ion act ivit ies which are direct ly value-creat ing. 

x As for the direct ly value-creat ing cooperat ion act ivit ies, com panies should choose 
those areas of interact ion that  best  fit  their business needs. These can e.g. be in 
the fields of inform at ion exchange, m arket  access, sales partnerships, or idea 
generat ion. 

x A first  step to build up t rust  am ong the networking partners and to act ivate their 
interact ion willingness should be the m utual exchange of inform at ion. 

x An efficient  way to exchange inform at ion within a Web 2.0-based environm ent  is 
the creat ion of a sim ple m arket  plat form . 

x Moving towards collaborat ive open innovat ion m eans gradually shift ing 
cooperat ion efforts towards (a)  indirect ly value-creat ing interact ion act ivit ies and 
(b)  interact ion for  the sake of com m on idea generat ion, be it  within the network or 
at  it s boundaries. 

Out look 

The propert ies of sm all and m edium -sized com panies on the one hand and the 
requirem ents for fruit ful Web 2-0 based collaborat ion in com pany networks on the 
other hand m ake Web 2.0-based interact ion act ivit ies within networks of SMEs a 
challenging field of research. Because of their inherent ly conflict ing principles of 
( inter- )act ion, it  is a dem anding task to bring these two fields of research – networks 
of SMEs and Web 2.0 – together. Our paper points at  the necessity of changing 
culture within SMEs in order t o overcom e the depicted gap:  A corporate culture is 
required which not  only accepts the em ployees of all hierarchical levels taking an 
act ive part  in the cooperat ion, but  also encourages them  to do so. 

 
Another area for future research lies at  the heart  of the following area of conflict  

which is dist inct ive for open innovat ion:  The m ore partners involved in act ivit ies of 
com m on idea generat ion, the higher the probabilit y of generat ing a t ruly new idea 
and business solut ion. The m ore partners who are interact ing and generat ing vast  
am ounts of ideas, the m ore im portant  is the coordinat ing and channelling of 
interact ion act ivit ies and outcom es, either from  a security point  of view or for 
content  st ructuring reasons. These two research issues will have to be covered by 
subsequent  research. 
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