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Abstract 

Background:  

To stay competitive and efficient on a global market, firms have to generate new products and 

service ideas using closed or open innovation processes. Open innovation activities emerge 

from both internal and external innovative resources and while SMEs could and do adopt a 

variation of innovation models, they tend to adopt open innovation activities. Collaboration is 

one of the most important factors of open innovation and SMEs collaborate to enhance their 

internal innovation activities and outcomes, as it provides them access to complementary assets 

and technologically knowledge. However, the literature is not clear as to how SME decide on 

prospect partners." 

Purpose:   

The overall purpose of this thesis is to map the structure of the decision-making process of 

SMEs regarding partner selection at the early stage of technology exploration (R&D stage) 

within open innovation and new product development.   

Method:   

The approach of this study is a qualitative research method with an abductive inspired research 

approach. The data are collected through interview study.  A Theory Driven Thematic Analysis 

technique is used to analyse the data. The respondents are found by nonprobability sampling in 

form of purposive sampling. 

Findings: 

Our findings show that SMEs managers, R&D managers, and CEOs who participated within 

this research consider many practical factors that drive their decision making process regarding 

partner selection. The main goal they try to achieve when choosing partners is to build 

collaborations with: the highest quality of outcomes, most cost-effective activities, and most 

time-effective processes. 

Conclusion:   

SMEs, within our sample, do not follow a specific or pre-written strategies when choosing 

partners. Moreover, SMEs managers prefer to innovate internally without collaborations if they 

had the needed resources. If SMEs manager had to collaborate, they search for existing partners. 

However, if they had no existing partners to fulfil the needed resources, they search for new 

partners 
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1. Introduction 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter will introduce the reader to the background of the subject of this research. 

Furthermore, the authors will discuss the problem within the context of our study. And 

finally, we will conclude with the purpose of this research.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Background of innovation in Small and Medium Size Enterprises 

(SMEs) 

Nowadays, companies have to develop their products and services in a different way, due 

to environmental and economic changes. Product life cycles have been shortened and the 

technology development costs have increased in an ever-increasing global market. To 

stay competitive, companies have to be more innovative. There are two main modern 

concepts of innovation process, called closed and open innovation. Companies using 

closed innovation as their way to gain innovation are doing all the Research & 

Development (R&D) and sales and marketing within their own company mostly, and they 

rarely collaborate with other parties at early stages (Chesbrough, 2006). 

To stay competitive and efficient in product innovation on the global market, companies 

have to generate new products and service ideas and innovate within a smaller amount of 

time. To reach this goal, it is mandatory to not just focus on internal R&D resources of a 

single company. According to Chesbrough (2006), four factors causes problems within 

closed innovation, the process of gaining innovation due to internal resources. The first 

problem causing factor is the venture capital market, followed by the availability of 

skilled people for a specific purpose, capability of external suppliers and the fact that 

SMEs could have way more problem solving ideas due to a collaboration with others. 

In times of globalisation and high competition, companies have to collaborate with other 

institutions, such as universities, other SMEs, governments, or even with large firms to 

improve their ability to stay innovative and follow up to the market needs. Chesbrough 

(2006) has defined open innovation as "the use of purposive inflows and outflows of 

knowledge to accelerate internal innovation, and expand the markets for external use of 

innovation, respectively", what means to generate innovation through collaborating with 

external partners. For example a firm can cooperate with others to gain new knowledge, 

technologies, services and products, R&D and marketing and sales (Youngim & 

Hyunjoon, 2012). According to Lichtenthaler (2008), there is a need for companies to 

adopt open innovation to decrease the R&D costs and to be able to enter the market in a 

shorter timeframe.  

Small firms could and do adopt a variation of innovation models, such as product and 

process innovation; radical innovation and incremental innovation; systemic innovation 
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and component innovation; technology-push and market-pull; and recently open 

innovation and closed innovation (Lee, Park, Yoon & Park J, 2010). Even if SMEs did 

not know these specific innovation models, they still adopt them. When it comes to open 

innovation, previous studies showed that SMEs adopt open innovation (Lee et al., 2010, 

p.291) and it has been increasing for the last few years (Vahter, Love & Roper, 2014, 

p.559). However, SMEs focus on shared and open innovation at the later stages of 

innovation when it comes to marketing and sales of products and services (Xiaobao, Wei 

& Yuzhen, 2013, p.225). Moreover, Lee et al. (2010, p.292) argues that SMEs using 

external marketing is not considered as an open innovation at the commercialisation stage, 

but that does not mean that open innovation is supposed to be on the R&D stage only. 

Thus, open innovation should include the process of contributing with other parties and 

collaborating with them in innovation activities through benefiting both parties. 

Therefore, Lee et al. (2010, p.292) categorised open innovation into two parts: 

'technology exploration' for R&D and capturing technology opportunities and 'technology 

exploitation' for market opportunities that will be discussed more in the next chapter. 

SMEs adopt open innovation and benefit from it, in fact, SMEs are more flexible and 

faster in decision-making than large firms when it comes to open innovation, they have 

the advantage of accelerating the innovation process (Lee et al., 2010, p.291). SMEs can 

take greater risks and have the best specialised knowledge in a particular niche (Mokter 

& Ilkka, 2016) and use non-internal means of innovation more than large firms since they 

use networks and alliances as a path for extending their competences (Iturrioz, Aragon & 

Narvaiza, 2015). However, large firms are good at different types of innovation since they 

have higher access to external resources. But still, most SMEs have an insufficient 

capacity to manage innovation, which is due to the lack of the required financial and 

specialised human resources (Iturrioz et al., 2015, p.105). Since SMEs have fewer supply 

chain linkages to suppliers and customers than large firms, they still have a lack of 

capacity to seek and absorb great external networks and knowledge (Vahter et al., 2014, 

p.557). All these factors make SMEs focus more on small scale of innovation activities 

that are linked to a specific product or service which they produce or service instead of 

substantial strategic innovation portfolios (Iturrioz et al., 2015, p.104).  

 The Problem of collaboration and open innovation for SMEs 

While SMEs have been adopting open innovation more in the last decades, and since it is 

becoming more technologically complicated, building strategic and external alliances 

have become harder for SMEs (Xiaobao et al., 2013, p.225). Therefore, searching for and 

choosing other parties to collaborate with and to build an effective and efficient network 

can be more difficult for SMEs (Lee et al., 2010, p.293). And therefore, the problem that 

we present in this research is based on the challenge of choosing the best partners within 

open innovation activities. Those partners that provide the highest benefits possible for 

the firm are not easy to find, which is challenging for SMEs managers. Furthermore, we 

address the possible partners that SMEs usually collaborate with.  
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SMEs tend to build external networks with other SMEs, research centres at universities, 

business environment institutions, non-profit and private research centres, and large firms 

(Lee et al., 2010, p.293). SMEs tend to do so through intermediates most of the times to 

reduce time and costs of searching for the right partners to collaborate with, and to work 

more effectively, that is because they can help SMEs maximise their outcomes of 

innovation process and chances of innovation to succeed in new products and services 

development (Lee et al., 2010, p.293).  

Collaborating with universities and public and private research centres benefit SMEs 

when it comes to research projects ideas in order to be more competitive in the market 

(Al-Ashaab, Flores, Doultsinou & Magyar, 2011, p.555). These types of collaborations 

can accelerate the process of innovation and increase the chances to succeed while 

following up with the rapidly changing market needs. Moreover, Lee et al. (2010, p.294) 

argues that SMEs are likely to use universities as their external alliances in the exploration 

stage that we mentioned before so they can concentrate on retaining high levels of internal 

competence. However, networking with such parties have the risk of giving away the 

SME's technology to competitors. However, Vahter et al. (2014, p.557) argue that, unlike 

large firms, SMEs collaborating with universities may take longer time to materialise, as 

new knowledge is rarely easily adaptable to these firms. 

Another party that SMEs build their collaborations with are business environment 

institutions since they play an important role in supporting the development of innovative 

activities for SMEs (Lisowska & Stanisławski, 2015, p.1274), and they include 

entrepreneurship support centres, innovation centres, business organisations, service 

providers, and financial institutions. These institutions support SMEs in three areas: 

financial support, providing a ground for innovation, and provide pro-innovative services 

to SMEs. They do so through direct and indirect support: direct support includes 

instruments related to financial measures and counselling, and providing individual 

entrepreneurs to help SMEs, while indirect support include instruments related to creating 

a favourable environment for innovation (Lisowska & Stanisławski, 2015, p.1274). 

One of the important parties that SMEs tend to collaborate with are large firms. SMEs 

can benefit from collaborating with large firms where large firms have great resources. 

Large firms try to attract SMEs to collaborate with them more to benefit from SMEs 

flexibility, but still, large firms can oblige SMEs to share their technological competences 

with larger firms. In that case, SMEs lose opportunities to compete against large firms, 

which puts SMEs into big risk to share their core-knowledge where SMEs are great in 

what niche they are specialised in (Lee et al., 2010, p.293).   

Based on the previous, and the fact that SMEs sometimes adopt open innovation without 

knowing that they are practicing, it made open innovation more complicated to manage 

by SMEs and harder to what efforts have been put and what output had come out of open 

innovation processes and collaborations. Hence, we present the main problem of 

complexity of selecting partners for SMEs and the challenges that SMEs managers face. 
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In addition to the challenge of measuring the performance of innovation process through 

traditional metrics that include the percentage of sales spent on R&D, the number of new 

products developed in a year, and number of sales from new product (Youngim & 

Hyunjoon, 2012). And it became harder to determine who are the best partners to 

collaborate with and at what stage of innovation should it occur, and choosing between 

partners became more complicated when they have different characteristics than SMEs 

such as large firms or SMEs within different industries. 

 Purpose 

As we discussed previously in the problem overview and its background, previous 

researchers had focused on partner selection within the open innovation context but with 

lack of researches on SMEs and their activities of open innovation. Therefore, we conduct 

our study with a purpose to understand the process of partner selection for SMEs.  

The overall purpose of our study is to map the structure of the decision-making process 

of SMEs regarding partner selection within open innovation and new product 

development. 

Our study will allow authors to determine the best strategy/decision-making processes for 

open innovation activities to come back with the highest quality and efficiency of 

innovation and collaboration. 
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2. Theoretical Frame of References 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, we will present to the reader the existing theory and frameworks of 

collaborations within open innovation, our theory is related to open innovation activities, 

collaboration strategies, factors and drivers of collaborations for all sized firms. Later in 

this chapter, we will present our research question and the theoretical model of the 

drivers for partner selection. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Introduction of theoretical frame of references 

Summarizing the main basics of the background and problem, we point out that open 

innovation emerges both internal and external innovative activities. Suh and Kim (2012, 

p.351) argued that open innovation attempts to increase the efficiency and flexibility of 

the development and commercialisation of new products and services. Sharing 

knowledge and collaborating between parties is the base of open innovation activities. 

Suh and Kim (2012, p.350) referred that collaboration is one of the most important factors 

of open innovation. SMEs collaborate to enhance their internal innovation activities and 

outcomes, it provides them access to complementary assets and technologically 

knowledge (Baum, Cowan, & Jonard, 2010, p.2095). Firms tend to collaborate based on 

their need for resources (Ahuja, 2000, p.319). Moreover, SMEs either collaborate or build 

a network which both are crucial factors of success that can enhance SMEs performance 

since they need external resources to fulfil their needs. Moreover, both collaborating and 

networking links allow access to variety of resources which could be money, stocks, 

techniques, operations, target markets, or/and reputation (Lin & Lin, 2016, p.1782).  

Collaborating is an important source of competitive advantage for SMEs, it makes SMEs 

offset their weaknesses, reduce risks and transaction costs, and exchange knowledge and 

capabilities in addition to sharing risks with partners (Lin & Lin, 2016, p.1780). In order 

to have efficient open innovation and new product development activities, and since 

collaborating is an important aspect of open innovation and that it affects SMEs 

performance (Baum et. al, 2010, p.2095), it is important to understand how partners are 

selected when it comes to open innovation within SMEs from both theoretical and 

practical perspectives. This is what we aim to map in our research as our main purpose is 

to structure how SMEs choose their R&D partners. 

Although partnerships and collaborations come back with a lot of benefits for SMEs, it 

might be harmful for them when projects fail to meet expectations. This could happen if 

the partners were inappropriately selected (Cho & Lee, 2016, p.18). Therefore, we focus 

in such context due to the importance of studying collaboration within open innovation, 

which comes from the risk of choosing wrong partners and not meeting the expectation 
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that could lead to difficulties in collaborations, meaning that, outcomes will be 

disappointing (Cho & Lee ,2016, p.18). On the other hand, well-chosen partners add high 

value to the open innovation process, and therefore, to the firm’s performance (Cho & 

Lee, 2016, p.18). But still, partners may also have lack of commitment and that leads to 

insufficient collaborations and puts SMEs into risks of wasting resources and sharing 

valuable core-knowledge. Therefore, collaborating firms must have mutual commitment, 

and SMEs must evaluate both their own commitment and partner's commitment before 

building partnerships. Partners with high technological capabilities might sometimes 

allocate fewer resources than agreed or expected, especially when SME is the party that 

has lack of resources (Cho & Lee, 2016, p.19). 

 Pros and Cons of collaborations 

Most of what have been discussed before point to the pros of collaborations. However, 

when referring to the cons of collaborations, some authors have studied the bad effect and 

harms that collaborations could come back to the company if they were not processed and 

formed well. For instance, Cho and Lee (2016, p.23) have studied collaboration between 

competitors and called it race to learn, they argue that when firms compete on a similar 

product or services in the same market, they still can collaborate in another area, they also 

argued that it have become more common as technology has become more complex. 

However, sharing knowledge and resources with competitors could lead to risk of sharing 

core-knowledge and competences, and competitors may use them to develop more 

advanced products or services. Thus, it is important for SMEs to have an appropriate 

strategy when it comes to collaborating with competitors. Moreover, Cho and Lee (2016, 

p.23) argued that when sharing core-knowledge with partners, they could learn from their 

competences and increase the risk of partners turning into competitors. 

Based on all these risks of collaborations that could lead to inefficient open innovation 

activities and affect SMEs performance and its’ outcomes, it has become more important 

to study collaborations within SMEs and how to choose their right partners when it comes 

to building partnerships regarding open innovation activities. Many researches have 

studied the challenge of selecting partners when it comes to R&D, new product 

development, or commercialisation of new products and services (Cho & Lee, 2016; 

Baum et. al, 2010; Henttonen, 2013). But there is a lack of researchers who took a deeper 

look on SMEs partner selection. Selecting partners from SMEs' perspective is different 

because of their limitation of resources in other areas which they are not specified in (Suh 

& Kim, 2012). And therefore, here we add value to previous studies by specifying our 

study on SMEs and their R&D activities, by understanding how managers of SMEs 

reduce these risks and cons of collaborations, and test these theories in practice. 

 Partners as a strategic alliances and customer-provider 

Suh and Kim (2012, p.352) studied the effects of SMEs' collaboration in the service sector 

at the R&D level, they considered three major types of collaboration activities: customer-
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provider, strategic alliances, and inter-firm alliances. These types were based at the two 

stages/purposes of open innovation that we mentioned before: technology exploration 

(R&D) and technology exploitation (commercialisation) (Lee et al., 2010, 290). 

Customer-provider relationships mostly happen when SMEs need funding or technology 

acquisition for exploring new technologies and outsourcing when it comes to the 

commercialisation stage.  

The other type of collaborations is the inter-firm alliance, which means networking with 

other firms for various purposes, including R&D, technical support, information 

exchange, and management of organisations and employees at both exploration (R&D) 

and exploitation (commercialisation) stages. Finally, the last type is strategic alliance, 

which R&D collaboration is a representative type of this type. When forming strategic 

alliances, SMEs exploit their own capabilities and share competitive capabilities to 

enhance their flexibility (Lee et al., 2010, p.291).  

In this study, we focus on the third type of collaboration (strategic alliances) since it is 

related to project short-term and long-term relationships that Lin and Lin (2016, p.1783) 

addressed. Lin and Lin (2016, p.1783) also categorised these relationships into two 

groups based on their nature of connection: expressive and instrumental ties. Expressive 

types expresses the emotional and informal relationship between partners such as friend-

ship and social connections. On the other hand, instrumental ties express a formal 

relationship for a formal work. In our study, we consider both instrumental and expressive 

effects on short- and long-term relationships of strategic alliances and customer provider 

partners at R&D stage of open innovation process to understand the factors that affect the 

process of partner selection for SMEs. 

 Collaboration effects on R&D performance 

Previous studies of collaborations have examined the effect of open innovation and 

collaborative activities on R&D performance (Suh & Kim, 2012), they examined R&D 

efficiency by studying and analysing the strategy of technology acquisition and 

commercialisation. But still, there is a lack of examination on how SMEs practically 

choose their partners to increase their R&D performance and how to determine who is 

best to collaborate with between several of potential partners. 

Moreover, some studies determined the goals and determinants for a successful R&D 

cooperation which they reported that it varies based on which partner they choose to 

collaborate with (Suh & Kim, 2012, p.350). However, in this study, we look at the factors 

that determine the success of partnerships at the R&D stage before SMEs select their 

partners. We look at this from a unique perspectives that is still unexplored by having 

four theoretical drivers of partner selection that we will discuss in the next section. Those 

drivers that we expect that managers could use at the earlier stage of open innovation 

activities when they explore potential partners, in order to avoid probable collaboration 
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risks that we mentioned before. Those risks could come back with harmful effects more 

than benefits on the firm and reduce the overall performance.   

 Drivers of strategic alliances selection 

Previous studies (Rothaermel and Boeker, 2008; Chung, Singh, & Lee, 2000; Stuart, 

1998; Cantwell & Colombo, 2000; Gulati, 1995; Ahuja, 2000; Cho & Lee, 2016) have 

analysed the drivers for forming partnerships, networks, and strategic alliance from 

various perspectives, they conducted factors and drivers through their research that 

managers usually consider when taking decisions regarding strategic alliance formation 

forces of partners’ selection. However, Gulati (1995, p.620) argues that "the forces which 

bring an organisation to interact are not the same as those which determine with whom 

the organisation will interact", and therefore, in this paper, we focus on factors that drive 

SMEs managers to prefer one potential partner on another within open innovation 

context. The factors that we consider in this research were tested and conducted in several 

industries and contexts, but yet rarely on SMEs. The drivers that we consider are: 

resources complementarity, status and knowledge similarity, social capital, and technical 

and commercial capital. 

Whether these factors were based on firm’s perspective, process perspective, or 

relationship perspective. Previous researchers have applied them on diverse sizes of firms 

in several sectors and industries, but rarely on SMEs. Therefore, we conduct our study to 

map and structure how SMEs do select their partners based on the drivers that we 

addressed previously. Furthermore, we conduct it to map how SMEs do so at the 

technology exploration (R&D) stage of the open innovation process. To do so, we conduct 

an interview study on Swedish SMEs by asking our stated research question: 

RQ: How do SMEs that adopt open innovation select their strategic alliances? Based on 

the partner's: resources complementary, status and knowledge similarity, social capital, 

and technical and commercial capital? 

We conduct our study in the manufacturing sector since SMEs in that sector adopt a lot 

of R&D activities and collaborate with customers and suppliers. Results of previous 

studies, such as the research done by Suh and Kim (2012, p.358), found that collaboration 

is more efficient for SMEs in the manufacturing sector than in-house R&D (non-

collaboration).  

2.5.1 Resources complementarity  

Resources complementarity is one of the important determinants of successful 

collaboration activities, which is also a driver for forming strategic alliances. Firms who 

succeed to pool their own resources and capabilities with other companies’ resources have 

a higher chance to benefit and create value out of these collaborations (Chung et. al, 2000, 

p.3). Moreover, the complementarity of strengths and assets between companies is what 

brings firms to negotiate collaborations in the first place. Gulati (1995, p.621) agrees with 
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these finding and argues that firms who occupy complementary niches have higher 

chances of forming strong collaborations with strategic alliances. However, less resources 

complementary leads to inefficient collaboration and therefore bad open innovation 

performance. Cho and Lee (2016, p.19) argue that when firms with stronger capabilities 

collaborate with other firms, the stronger one tend to be less motivated to form 

collaboration because of the limited rewards they will achieve, and if they collaborate, 

they do not provide high degree of access to resources.  

However, Chung et. al (2000, p.3) address that complementary assets could be invisible 

for firms, and therefore, alliances formation can be the way to access them. On the other 

hand, they argued that this is not applicable on the technology and manufacturing 

industries as it is in investment banking firms where emerging firms have distribution 

capabilities. However, we test the driver of resource complementarity in the 

manufacturing industry even if they might have no full access to such information. They 

tested the hypothesis where they assumed that “firms with complementary resources 

bases are more likely to become alliances partners” which their results had agreed with. 

Rothaermel and Boeker (2008) agree with this hypothesis and results, but instead, they 

studied it between old and new technology firms. However, this driver has not been tested 

and understood in manufacturing SMEs in partners’ selection process and the results 

cannot be generalised in SMEs context. Therefore, we apply this driver in studying 

partner selection within open innovation for SMEs in the manufacturing industry in 

Sweden to understand how they consider it in the partner selection process.   

2.5.2 Status and knowledge similarity 

Status of a firm determines the position of the firm regarding their resources and 

capabilities in their competitive environment (Chung et. al, 2000, p.4). Similarity of status 

plays a significant role in choosing partners. Firms tend to do so because it increases both 

parties to exhibit increased levels of fairness and commitment. However, dissimilarity of 

status is more likely to make a risky partnership and discourage partners from 

commitment and participating with the same level of resources.  

Rothaermel and Boeker (2008, p.48) found out that firms with high status similarity tend 

to form alliances. They also argues that the challenge in managing alliances relationships 

is to balance between differences and similarities. Chung et. al (2000, p.4) agree with the 

hypothesis and result of Rothaermel and Boeker (2008), they assumed that “firms of 

similar status are more likely to become alliances partners”. They found that status 

similarity plays a very important role in choosing collaboration partners. Therefore, and 

based on the previous arguments, we study the effect of status similarity versus status 

dissimilarity on partner formation and selection as one of the firms’ drivers, and apply 

this effect on SMEs in manufacturing sector. 
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2.5.3 Social capital 

Forming alliances based on the complementary resources could be costly and time-

consuming, and most firms, in all sizes and sectors, have their own relationship networks 

that they used to interact with in the past. Therefore, firms tend to collaborate with other 

firms that they have successful collaborative history with (Baum et. al, 2010, p2094). The 

term social capital is defined as a firm’s potentially beneficial relationship with external 

parties (Chung et. al, 2000, p.5). Social capital is the outcome of previous collaboration 

activities that were formed between alliances in the past. The higher the social capital is, 

the more likely that firms with this successful history of collaboration form new 

partnerships again in the future (Chung et. al, 2000, p.5).  

Chung et. al (2000, p.5) suggested three categories of social capital based on the 

directivity partners experience in forming a collaboration: direct prior alliance 

experience; reciprocity in exchanging alliance experience; and indirect prior alliance 

experience. First, direct prior alliance experience are other parties that firm usually and 

regularly interact with and have direct access to information about them. Firms tend to 

reduce cost, risks, and time for searching for new partners by collaborating with those 

same previous firms. Chung et. al (2000, p.5) argued that direct prior alliances experience 

between two firms increases the probability of them collaborating again. In addition, 

Baum et. al (2010, p.2096) argue that if two firms have built an alliance with successful 

outcomes in the past, it is more likely that they will collaborate again in the future. 

Second, reciprocity in exchanging alliance experience is related to repetitive formation 

of partnerships with long-term partnerships. Chung et. al (2000, p.6) argued that “chances 

of alliances between two potential partners increase with reciprocal exchanges of alliance 

opportunities”. The benefit of these partnerships is to reduce the uncertainty of future and 

therefore the risks of collaborating with new partners. This connection generates trust by 

having the other party for a long-term, and the repetition of collaborative activities 

increase the basis of sharing knowledge, resources, and competences of indirect prior 

alliance experiences. 

Finally, indirect prior alliance experience is the third type of social capital as Chung et. 

al (2000, p.7) have illustrated. Non directivity in social capital term means that two firms 

have indirect connections through a third party. Baum et. al (2010, p.2096) argue that if 

three companies (X;Y;Z), where company X and Y collaborated in the past, company Y 

and Z also collaborated in the past, then company X and Z are more likely to collaborate 

since they had a mutual alliance. Chung et. al (2000, p.7) addressed that two firms with 

mutual partners will make it easier for them to access each other’s information and 

enhance the chances that they will trust each other in the future. The stronger the indirect 

relationship is, the more likely that the firms will form a collaboration in the future, 

meaning that the more favourable for one firm to choose the other instead of executive 

search for partners. 
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Social capital is the product of historical collaborations between previous alliances, but 

this term was rarely tested and studied in the context of SMEs (Suh & Kim, 2012). Studies 

have kept low profile in focusing on SMEs considering social capital within open 

innovation context. Our unique approach will consist of analysing and understanding how 

SMEs in the manufacturing sector actually consider social capital as a collaboration driver 

within the category of relationship drivers when they adopt open innovation activities. 

We argue that firms do consider social capital as an important factor when choosing 

partners as SMEs have less resources to risk and waste on partner’s selection except of 

their core-knowledge.  

2.5.4 Technical and commercial capital 

Companies with high technical capital usually have a high load of resources, where 

technical capital determines their capabilities in creating new technology, service, and 

products (Ahuja, 2000, p.319). Resources from a technical perspective could represent 

high technologies, labour cost, and high-cost machines. Firms with a successful 

innovative history can be seen as technically competent, and those firms attract other 

parties to collaborate with when the later ones try to acquire greater knowledge and 

competences through collaborations rather than collaborating with less accomplished 

firms.  

Ahuja (2000, p.319) studied technical capital as a factor for collaboration in addition to 

commercial capital, which represents the ability of the firm to commercialise their new 

technology and products. Ahuja (2000, p.319) analysed both factors from the firm’s 

tendencies to accept collaborations and their ability to have linkages not from the partner 

selection perspective. This means if a firm has both high technical and commercial capital 

combined, it reduces the number of links with other firms by asking how many instead of 

who because of their self-efficiency. But in this study, we will consider both aspects but 

from the first part firm’s point of view in selecting partners, not the chance of 

collaborating or not standpoint. Moreover, Ahuja (2000) and other previous studies such 

as Chung et. al (2000) had not applied capital factors on SMEs within open innovation 

context, which we address in our study, knowing that SMEs have significantly lower 

technical capital because of their limited resources (Lee et al., 2010). However, they 

might still have higher technical and commercial capital in their specific niche (Mokter 

& Ilkka, 2016).  

We consider technical and commercial capital as a firm’s driver, and apply technical 

capital as a partner selection factor at R&D exploration, but consider commercial capital 

as driver that SMEs consider at early stages of open innovation. 

 Theoretical drivers model 

To summarise our findings from our theoretical frame of references, we draw a theoretical 

model which will be the basement for our further research within this thesis. In this model 
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drawn below, figure 2.1, we summarise the four most important theoretical drivers 

regarding finding and choosing partners for collaboration. The four factors are resources 

complementarity, status and knowledge similarity, social capital and technical and 

commercial capital. These factors are connected and influenced by each other somehow, 

this "somehow" will be determined through this study. Moreover, we will provide the 

relationship between them and the priorities of selecting partners based on those four 

drivers, and then determine how they influence the decision making process of partner 

selection. 

 

Figure 2.1 Model: Factors for collaboration. 
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3. Methods 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In this chapter, we will introduce the methodology and method we use to fulfil our 

research approach. Followed by a description of the processes of data collection and the 

sampling method of our choice. We will close up with an explanation of how the data will 

be analysed. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Research design 

The research design is a guideline to fulfil our research purpose. It is about the how and 

why we conduct our study. Research design can be seen as a road map guiding through 

our study. To get started, we have to take a deeper look into research methods.  

Research methods in general are divided into two categories, which are known as 

quantitative and qualitative research (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p.5). 

Quantitative research methods ask about the “How much?” In quantitative research, 

researchers collect, analyse and present the data in a numerical form (Given, 2008) and 

can, for instance, be used to explain dependability, relationships and quantitative changes, 

and to estimate relationships from numerical data using means or regression.  

Qualitative research tries to answer the “Why?”, trying to understand how people reason 

and feel or the “How?” which means trying to understand how a specific situation for 

example is influencing views and decisions and generates non-numerical data which is 

more suitable when an in-depth understanding is desired.  Because our research question 

of this study is complex, it will need an in-depth understanding of the situation. The 

purpose cannot be fulfilled with a method using statistics and numerical results (Salkind, 

2010). 

In our first chapter we have written about the background, the problem and the purpose 

of our study to set a first direction to which our study is going to. 

In the second chapter we have collected and summarized the relevant literature to narrow 

down our purpose to specific research questions which we want to answer in our thesis. 

In the following sections, we will provide explanations about the steps of the research 

design we have chosen. Regarding our research strategy, we considered three research 

strategies: interview study, case study and grounded theory. 

Conducting an interview study gives the researchers the possibility to gain a greater 

insight into the relations between individuals and their view of the world (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2015, p.62). 
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An alternative research strategy rather similar to the one of an interview study is to 

conduct a case study. Case studies provide depth and allow a viewpoint of a complex 

context over time (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p.333). Another possibility would be 

grounded theory what means to develop a theory about an event or process. Due to our 

research purpose, we want to map the collaboration decision-making process regarding 

open innovation in SMEs in-depth which allows us to come up with new insights and 

suggestions. Therefore, to fulfil the purpose of our thesis, we choose to conduct an 

interview study because it matches with the purpose of our study. The interview study 

gives us the possibility to focus on our respondents’ perceptions of particular issues. 

Developing a deeper understanding of certain issues is complex. 

 Thesis approach 

In general, there are three different research approaches to consider: the deductive 

approach, the inductive approach and a mixture of both, the abductive approach. The 

deductive research tests theories with data (Saunders et al., 2016, p.41). On the opposite 

the inductive approach develops a theory on the collected and analysed data. For the 

purpose of our thesis, a mixture of both, an abductive inspired research approach is more 

appropriate than a purely inductive or deductive approach due to the characteristics of the 

thesis along with how our study is conducted and fulfilled.  The reason behind this 

decision is that one part of the purpose of the empirical study is to be able to evaluate 

theory and make suggestions for factors that should be considered when it comes to 

collaborations in SMEs. We use primary data and secondary data. Primary data is data 

being collected by a researcher to answer a specific research question or problem and 

giving new insights and greater confidence. Secondary data is existing data that has been 

collected by the researcher before the research problem (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p.8). 

We use the secondary data to come up with a first model for our research purpose, which 

will be checked and extended by the primary data we collect to make suggestions and 

provide new insights. 

 Data collection 

Several different methods can be used to conduct an interview study in order to data 

collection. These include interviews, observations, surveys and focus groups. To gain as 

much valuable information as possible and to encourage a debate as well as a two-way 

communication process, one-on-one interviews with open-ended questions are being 

used. To answer the research question, one have to provide an in-depth understanding of 

the problem one focuses on. This in-depth understanding can be provided by interviews. 

Surveys for example, would not provide an in-depth interaction with the participants. 

Focus groups are a possible alternative to interviews, which implies a discussion in groups 

of five to ten people. The target of our study is to explore the factors of the decision 

making process in SMEs of with whom to start collaborations with. In order to achieve 

the purpose of our thesis we use one-on-one interviews, conducted via Skype, phone or 
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if possible face-to-face. Interviews can be structured in different ways. A structured 

interview is close to a questionnaire and provides fixed answers. With the use of 

unstructured interviews, a more in-depth understanding can be provided. The semi-

structured interview has guiding questions to lead the conversation. The questions are 

formulated in an open way (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p.139).  

For our study, we conduct semi-structured interviews. This means that a list of guiding 

questions will lead through the interview. This will lead to a deeper understanding in this 

field with the chance for interactions between the respondents and the authors. 

 Selection of respondents 

Sampling occurs when researchers observe a sample of potential participants and use the 

results to make statements that apply to this group or population of interest (Fritz and 

Morgan, 2010). Sampling methods can be divided into two main sections: probability and 

non-probability sampling. Probability sampling requires that every person in the 

population have an equivalent chance to become a participant of the study. Non-

probability sampling should be used if a complete list of the population is not available 

(Morgan, 2008). Since complete knowledge about the full population is not available, and 

the population is in continuous change, probability sampling is not possible in this case 

and also it also does not fulfil our research purpose.  

Out of that reason we decide to use non-probability sampling in our study. In non-

probability sampling, the researchers use their own decisions when selecting samples, and 

the selection process is based on criteria that are known before due to the already stated 

research question and group of interest. Non-probability sampling is a common method 

in qualitative research. The most famous concern regarding non-probability sampling is 

the difficulty of applying the outcome to other groups (Saumure & Given, 2008). 

Awareness of these issues implies that caution is applied when analysing the data.  

Within the category of non-probability sampling, there are several different sampling 

techniques. Easterby-Smith et al. (2015, p.82) mentioned some of the non-probability 

sampling techniques. Quota sampling, purposive sampling and snowball sampling. 

Purposive sampling is selected for this study. The decision is based on its strong 

connection to the qualitative method, it simplifies the ability to answer the more complex 

research questions of our thesis. This suggests that the sampling process is made up by 

choices in order to reach the participants expected to be important to fulfil the purpose of 

our study and to answer our research questions. 

3.4.1 Selection of samples 

In the following part, we describe the different criteria we adopt during the purposive 

sampling process when selecting the most suitable companies to include the interview 

study.  
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Size: In our study, we include SMEs of different sizes because we are interested in the 

concept of size and how it might affect choosing partners for open innovation. We select 

SMEs to get an improved applicability of the results. 

Age of the company: the age of the companies is not significant, but the companies should 

be at least 3 years old, that first collaborations can already exist. 

Normality: the companies included be considered normal in relation to other companies 

in the industry. 

Timeframe: through this approach, we ask the participants questions related to the whole 

company's history. This timeframe has been decided due to the reason that we want to 

include all past and present collaborations of the selected SMEs. 

Geographical location: the sampled companies must operate traditional business within 

Sweden. Since the aim of this thesis is to be able to draw generalisations about companies 

in Sweden, it is only natural to sample Swedish companies. 

Industry: we sample the interviews from the manufacturing sector since SMEs in that 

sector adopt a lot of R&D activities and collaborate with customers and suppliers. As 

already stated in chapter 2, results of previous studies stated that collaboration is more 

efficient for SMEs in the manufacturing sector than in-house R&D. 

The participant: we select one participant for each interview, conducted one-on-one. The 

participants are the CEOs, production managers or even R&D managers of the 

companies.  

Number of interviews: we will conduct six interviews to increase the possibility of coming 

up with valid conclusions.  

When getting in contact with potential samples, we realised the complications in getting 

access to the companies and persons fitting the criteria mentioned above.  The sample 

selection process resulted in six interviews. All of the participating companies wished to 

be threated anonymous. The duration of most interviews was between 30 and 60 minutes. 

Some were slightly longer and some slightly shorter. The interviews provided an in-depth 

understanding of what has affected open innovation and the related partner selection 

processes and gave an insight in the complete process, from selecting partners for 

collaborations to the strategy of using open innovation. 

 Interview design 

The participants are located over a wide geographical area and the interviews have 

therefore mainly been conducted face-to-face during a meeting in person or through 

Skype. In interviews where Skype and face-to-face interviews are not an option telephone 

interviews will be conducted. These techniques allows the interviewers to be able to, in 

an understandable way, ask and explain the questions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, 
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p.141). A critical and an influencing factor of the quality of the responses is a confident 

ambience. To be able to hear each other’s voices is considered to facilitate both the 

interview process and the relationship between interviewer and interviewee. Conducting 

interviews via e-mail, or other less personal techniques are not used because these 

techniques are not expected to reach our respondents in the best way. 

3.5.1 Choice of questions 

The ability to position and ask good questions is essential for a good study that uses 

interviews as a tool of collecting data. A topic guide should create questions that will 

create dialogues about a specified topic (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p.139). Based on 

this information we come up with guiding questions to fulfil the purpose and answer the 

research question of our thesis.  The questions guide the interview with the sampled 

CEOs, production managers and R&D managers of the SMEs. Only open-ended 

questions will be used since highly descriptive answers are encouraged. Also follow-up 

questions might be added during the actual interviews if necessary. The first set of 

questions will refer to the process of adapting open innovation at R&D level and to the 

difference of working with or without open innovation. Followed by questions about 

problems with collaborations, outcomes of collaborations and the terms of collaborations. 

Afterwards, there will be questions about the drivers of open innovation including the 

factors we stated in chapter 2.1, followed by some closing questions.  

There are no right or wrong answers to our selected questions to be able to achieve a 

deeper understanding in our research topic. Important to recognize is that the interviews 

are being conducted in English, even though the companies are settled in Sweden. The 

aim is to eliminate errors in translation and data. Therefore the questions and answers 

listed in Appendix 1 are formulated in English. 

3.5.2 Ethical considerations 

The authors own approach to fulfil the research problem should not affect the research 

activities. The research activities should be guided by ethical principles. The anonymity 

of our participants is a highly important ethical aspect when an interview study is being 

conducted (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). The participants have to be informed about 

the research study, its aim and the handling of the collected data which have to be handled 

confidentially. Ethics also cover the ways in which the data is published and presented). 

Therefore the line of research ethics has also governed the data presentation and analysis, 

and ensures that the data is presented in its right context in order to sustain accuracy the 

findings. In addition, the protection of the companies and our respondents is important 

because the collected data could be useful for competitors (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, 

p.186). To handle the data and the participants confidential and anonym is therefore the 

highest priority for us through the empirical study. 
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 Data analysis 

How to analyse the data? To have a strategy/approach to analyse the collected data will 

help the researchers to treat the findings, select between alternative interpretations and 

craft conclusions. To ensure that the data will be analysable it is also important to be 

aware of the strategic choices regarding data analysis before the data is already collected 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 

3.6.1 Method of analysis 

We select the technique of theoretical driven thematic analysis to analyse the collected 

data. There are varying ways of conducting a thematic analysis, and the approach for this 

thesis means that the aim of the data analysis is to analyse if any matching patterns exist 

between theory and practice, and if new insights and implications can be provided. This 

suggests that when we collect the, it will be organized into different pre-defined themes 

in order to get a logical overview and for make the data better to manage. The next 

following task is to compare the data from our six interviews, before analysing the 

collected data together with our theoretical framework. The purpose of this is to find out 

if there are any patterns witch can be identified to provide an in-depth understanding and 

come up with new insights within our thesis topic. In our thesis, the drivers resources 

complementarity, social capital, status and knowledge similarity, and technical and 

commercialisation capital are the themes of our theory-driven thematic analysis. Each 

driver/theme includes the related practical factors that we present in our empirical data 

in order to provide a bigger picture of managers decision making process and their way 

of thinking.  

3.6.2 Trustworthiness of the data 

Trustworthiness is a highly important element to consider of. When a qualitative study is 

being conducted, the researchers need to be able to consider the trustworthiness of the 

data collected through the research process. It provides the researchers with tools that 

permit them to demonstrate the value of the conducted study. Trustworthiness in a 

qualitative research includes four different factors. These factors are transferability, 

credibility, dependability, and confirmability. Transferability is realised through the 

careful selection of the samples. The authors try to make all decisions regarding the choice 

of research methods and theory base as logical as possible to have credibility. 

Triangulation is an important part to consider. Moreover, to generate links as precise as 

possible between the theoretical framework and the handling in practice and to illustrate 

the collected data in a manner that does not create any questions of objectivity is the 

purpose to fulfil. We ensure dependability by aiming to be as flexible as possible.  

Confirmability refers to the ability to confirm the results resulting from the empirical 

study (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015). 
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4. Empirical data 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In the first part of this chapter, section 4.1, we will present our findings by providing an 

overview of the companies and how they adopt open innovation activities and form 

alliances in order to provide an easier understanding of our participants open innovation 

environment. Then in section 4.2, we will present our findings regarding the most 

important practical factors that our participants consider when choosing partners and 

relate them to the firms who use them in table 4.1. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Review of the companies 

4.1.1 Company A 

Company A develops and designs products within the electronics industry. The CEO of 

this company mentioned that they adopt open innovation only in specific cases to develop 

new products. Respondent A decided to start the company out of personal interest and a 

broad knowledge in developing and inventing new solutions for electronics. Our 

respondent mentioned that they are able to solve most of the tasks of developing a new 

product for their customers by their own, based on their experience in this sector for 

around 50 years. Cases in which they need a deep understanding in a specific field to 

develop a product for their customers that they are not that experienced in, they 

collaborate with other companies. The interviewed partner believed that everything 

related to building collaborations for open innovation is based on trust. Respondent A 

says, that when it comes to choosing partners for collaborations, they prefer to work with 

partners they know from previous projects. Also, when respondent A needs a new partner 

for a specific case they will ask their partners for recommendations. The network of their 

collaborations is built on previous collaborations and their recommended partners. The 

CEO of company A says that it is always good to run a business with a trustworthy 

partner, especially in the sector of electronics industry. In general, this respondent 

thoughts about partnership are about doing as much work as possible by their own and 

building partnerships based on trust and recommendations. 

4.1.2 Company B 

The next participants of our study is the product development manager of the company. 

This company develops and produces products and materials for aerospace. It was 

founded a few decades ago and is now employing 30-40 employees. To increase cost 

efficiency and to reduce the production and the developing time are their main purposes 

out of collaborations to stay competitive in this market. To gain new ideas, company B´s 

product development manager, partner B, prefers to work together with universities 
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through students. For them, it is essential to learn from others by collaborating with 

partners with a competitive edge. But in general, company B is avoiding to work with 

competitors because this can be very risky in this industry. As mentioned before, they 

collaborate with competitors. But if they get the feeling that their partners steel their 

knowledge or customers, the collaboration with these partners will be stopped. Partner B 

mentioned, for setting up a successful collaboration, managers have to set a virtual goal. 

A common goal with their collaboration partners is highly important for them. This 

includes setting relationships, financials, timing, and the technical aspects. Out of the fact 

that company B is working in the defence environment they have a clear and written 

strategy about their partner´s selection process. Company B is also following an ISO 

standard and some additional procedures and guidelines. 

4.1.3 Company C 

Company C was founded 31 years ago. They work in the metal manufacturing industry 

and had 20 employees working for them the last year.  This company tries to improve 

products for their customers and help them with drawing new ideas for a product and with 

setting up the production lines for it. The company helps its customers by decreasing the 

production costs through improving their products with their specific knowledge. The 

CEO of the company says that they use open innovation when they have a lack of 

resources to develop a new product. In specific cases, in which external support is needed, 

they will receive help from a company which is close to their location. For them, choosing 

partners is different from case to case. They do not have a specific strategy for open 

innovation. Their process of choosing partners for collaborations is mostly based on price, 

delivery time and product quality which can be delivered from their partners. The CEO 

of this company, partner C, who was interviewed said that their company is interested in 

building long-term relationships with other companies they are collaborating with. But to 

be effective they also have to look for others sometimes and if a company will do a bad 

job, they have to look for others they pointed out. But still, company C prefers to do as 

much work as possible in-house without including others. Price, quality and delivery time 

had always been the base of running their business. 

4.1.4 Company D 

Similar to company C, company D started its business 31 years ago. The company works 

in the plastics manufacturing industry. Company D offers a wide range of products and 

services within the plastics industry e.g. plastics production, product design ant the final 

production process based on injection moulding and extrusion of thermoplastics. When it 

comes to open innovation and to collaborations with others, the CEO, partner D, 

mentioned that they get help in producing components and tools from both, companies 

close to their location and low-cost countries. The CEO mentioned that they are always 

looking for long term collaborations. According to partner D, to find their partners which 

they will collaborate with, they usually set down together to make a decision about it. 
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During this decision making process, they have a look on the capabilities and resources 

of the collaboration partners. For them, quality, time and satisfying the customer are the 

most important factors which influence their decision making related to finding 

collaborations for Open Innovation. Building long-term relationships is the most 

important factor for them. 

4.1.5 Company E 

Company E is developing products in the healthcare sector such as medical devices and 

matching supplements. They sell their products through distributers. Their distributers 

want products that are innovatively unique. Therefore, company E has three development 

platforms. The R&D manager of this company, partner E, said that they have great 

internal R&D capabilities, and they do their research, development and testing mostly in-

house, but he also mentioned that there is always a stage to outsource R&D activities such 

as critical testing and analytical testing, and therefore they collaborate with other firms 

and universities. When they collaborate with others, they take the control of the project.  

Company E guarantees a successful collaboration during the process of R&D by having 

multiple testing at several stages through the project, and also by achieving their goal of 

having a new product with the highest quality and cost effectiveness. Long-term 

relationship is the basic of collaborating in company E, but also short-term relationships 

are needed sometimes. When they have the case that there is no existing partner with the 

needed resources, and they need to collaborate with new firms for one specific project, 

they build short-term collaboration. First of all, partner E pointed out that the process of 

collaboration in general and partner selection in specific depends on the product itself in 

the first place, and what are the demands and needs for the product, area of expertise, and 

the lack of technical resources internally. After knowing the needs and the expertise they 

need, they go to look if they have relationships with companies that could fulfil this 

specific need. If there is no existing relationship with companies that have the needed 

expertise, they go look for new partners by referring to the advisory board.  

Company E does not has a clear strategy or written strategy regarding partner selection,. 

However, it has a set of traditions and sort of concepts they are used to in the past when 

it comes to choosing partners, which will be discussed later in terms of factors and focus 

of the needs to fulfil. They evaluate and prefer not to collaborate with R&D because they 

have a niche knowledge and do not want to risk collaborating with competitors due to the 

risks of core-knowledge sharing. According to partner E, the most successful 

collaborations are based on trust that is why they base it on social capital. 

4.1.6 Company F 

The last company we interviewed, company F, is developing products in the information 

technology sector and has 40 employees. This company owns great internal product 

development capabilities but still needs to collaborate with others to fill gaps in internal 
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resources. The R&D manager of this company, partner F, said that they aim for long-term 

relationship between their collaboration partners but also short-term relationships are 

needed sometimes. Like the R&D manager of company E, the R&D manager of company 

F pointed out that collaboration in general and the partner selection process differs from 

case to case. For company F´s R&D manager, high quality, cost effectiveness and the 

time of the processes are the leading factors in choosing their collaboration partners. Their 

research for collaboration partners is also lead by recommendations and previous 

partnerships.  

Similar to company E, company F has a set of concepts when it comes to choosing 

partners. According to R&D manager of company F, the most successful collaborations 

are run by trust and previous experience in collaboration. 

 Collaboration in practice: reasons and factors 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, we will address how SMEs managers presented their process of 

collaborating and choosing between partners alternatives and why they do so in practice. 

We will present our results within categories of how do they practically choose their 

partners, these categories are the factors they consider in partner selection process. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

4.2.1 Reasons for collaborating 

In this subsection, and based on our empirical data, we present the reasons of why SMEs 

within our participants go out and search for partners to collaborate with. All our 

participants (company A, B, C, D, E and F) prefer to have their innovative ideas and 

products internally researched and produced in-house, however, SMEs tend to go out-

house in order to develop new ideas by sharing knowledge with other firms and searching 

for innovative ideas. Sharing knowledge and brain storming together with other parties 

let firms develop new ideas that one SME could not come up with. Therefore, SME share 

some of their knowledge that could be a base for successful open innovation processes. 

CEOs, product development managers and R&D managers who we interviewed 

mentioned that nowadays it is hard for SMEs to implement innovation from A to Z 

without collaboration. According to our participants, this is because of their need for 

resources that are not in-house and because of the complexity of production within the 

manufacturing industry. So, within the sample we have studied, SMEs have to go out-

house at one point or another of the processes of R&D to come up with new products. 

But it still depends on what industry they work in. For example, company A, which is 

specialised in electronics products, usually they innovate internally and produce their 

products within their firm due to their high capabilities and high capacity of resources 

and labour. Also, the fact that they see it is risky to share their knowledge in their industry, 
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so they increase their internal capabilities instead. However, as we mentioned before, they 

still go outside to find new ideas and to fulfil the lack within their firm since it is a small 

business which always has a lack of resources as the participants addressed. 

4.2.2 Strategy for partner selection 

Our participants have no clear strategy regarding partner selection. When we asked our 

participants if they have or do not have a clear strategy, all of our participants responded 

that they do not have a clear strategy when it comes to partner selection and no clear 

decision making structure to follow. Instead, it depends on the innovation processes and 

products itself. We addressed this part of the data in our study to point out the facts of 

whether they follow a clear strategy/structure or not. The production manager of company 

D pointed out that it depends on what they are looking for and at what point they want to 

collaborate during the process of new product development, and that there is no clear or 

a written one that they follow when it comes to partner selection. 

On the other hand, when it comes to collaborating in the first place before deciding with 

whom, all the firms responded that they have a clear strategy on whether to collaborate 

or not except company A as the CEO of it said: 

We do not refer to any written strategy to decide when should we 

collaborate, we just see what we technology we need and therefore we 

decide to search for partners 

However, the rest of the companies refer to a clear strategy when it comes to the decision 

making if they have to collaborate or not, not with whom to collaborate with, especially 

for company E where the R&D manger addressed that they have a scientific advisory 

board that they refer to when deciding whether to collaborate or not. This board decides 

based on a written strategy that they follow. 
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4.2.3 Practical factors of partner selection 

Although there is no written strategy for our participants to decide who the best choice to 

collaborate with is, our participants addressed the most important factors that they 

consider when it comes to the partner selection, and they addressed their importance and 

their priorities. However, they all mentioned that it depends on the idea and the product 

itself, as the CEO of company C said: 

It always depends on the product itself, we cannot decide who shall we 

collaborate with unless we know what product are we working on even if 

it was new or existing product. 

4.2.3.1 Trustworthiness 

Trust is the term that our participants included the most in their responds, as they see the 

importance of trusting the other party in order to build a strong and successful 

collaboration. R&D manager of company E mentioned the importance of having mutual 

trust between partners and that it is the key factor of a successful collaboration, especially 

when it comes to open innovation since it touches the core-knowledge of the collaborating 

firms. It is risky to share such knowledge unless managers trust the other party, and a 

successful collaboration could not be accomplished without sharing some of that 

knowledge.  

The production manager of company B mentioned that trustworthiness is related to 

knowing each other’s weaknesses and strengths, and therefore it is important to build 

trustful bonds. Moreover, trust is what build a strong history between two firms as the 

same manager said, and that his firm basically build their collaborations based on their 

relationships, history of collaboration, and recommendation of other trustful parties that 

they share a mutual alliance with. This means that CEOs and managers of SMEs consider 

trust as a driver of having deeper relationships, and since SMEs are small with higher 

number of business personal relationships, they tend to collaborate with firms that they 

have personal relationships with their CEOs since it increases the level of trust between 

both firms.  

CEO of company C said:  

The manufacturing industry is highly competitive and there is a high 

chance of leaking valuable knowledge to other firms especially 

competitors that if they access them it would be risky. 

Moreover, R&D manager of company E addressed that they collaborate with service 

providers that also collaborate with their competitors at the same time. Therefore 

company E collaborates with those service providers carefully and under strict contracts 

to avoid such issues of leaking valuable information. 
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4.2.3.2 Cost effectiveness  

For our respondents, cost effectiveness was also mentioned to be one of the most 

important factors in choosing partners for collaborations. This term can be explained by 

choosing the partners for collaborations by comparing their services and products with 

each other and with the internal costs for a company occurring on similar actions. 

Nowadays, it is essential for companies to improve their cost effectiveness to stay 

competitive in their markets. But cost effectiveness cannot be the one and only factor to 

focus on. The term cost effectiveness is also related to the terms time of processes and 

quality of work, which will be presented afterwards. Regarding this manner, the CEO of 

company C mentioned:  

In our world, the costs are really important. Also the quality and the time 

of delivery are really important. These three I think are the most important 

factors when it comes to choosing partners for collaborations. 

Our participant added that company C is in a position that their customers often need 

materials from them, so if they have to collaborate with others, it is very important that 

these collaboration partners can deliver in time, have the right quality and the right price. 

Also the R&D manager of company E stated:  

We guarantee a successful collaboration during the process of R&D by 

having multiple testing at several stages through the project, and also by 

achieving our goal of having a novel product with the highest quality and 

cost effectiveness. 

In this manner, company E R&D manager mentioned that they give new firms a chance 

if they have the needed capabilities and if they are cost effective.  

4.2.3.3 Quality of work  

The quality of work was also mentioned to be highly important by all of our respondents 

when it comes to choosing partners. Quality of work means the quality of a product in the 

end, processes or even services that occur during the collaboration between partners to 

fulfil the purpose of the open innovation process.  The term can also be adapted to the 

quality of work, the collaboration partner is delivering to achieve the goal of the 

collaboration. 

As mentioned in the factor cost effectiveness, the quality of work cannot be seen as one 

single term. It has to be related to the terms cost effectiveness and time of processes. 

Within open innovation and a successful product development in SMEs, it is highly 

important to provide a product to their customers or new customer which fulfils all the 

terms mentioned above. It has to be high in quality to satisfy the customer and has to be 

effective regarding costs to stay competitive in pricing. The time of the processes is also 

impacting these factors. Regarding this manner, CEO of company D said:  
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The most important factors for us are quality and time, to satisfy the 

customer. And the pricing is also important. The most important goal is to 

achieve the result so that’s why the previous factors are important. 

Company B, C, E and F agreed on this statement in general but still, the companies 

sometimes have to collaborate with others regarding the quality of work if the needed in-

house resources are missing. This is different from product to product and is related to 

their customer needs and the resources available to fulfil this task. Company D´s CEO 

summarized:  

In general, we have our own production system, but sometimes we 

collaborate with other firms to have a better quality. Even though that we 

could do it in-house. 

To provide the products and services in the expected quality, the production manager of 

company B stated: 

It is important to have a great team members and employees from other 

companies that we can understand each other during innovation activities, 

it is more important for us that they could be fit for the position of 

collaboration and build a strong bridge between our company and their 

company. 

4.2.3.4 Time of processes  

Time of processes means the time which is required to finalize new product development 

processes and open innovation projects. For the companies we interviewed, the time of 

processes was one of the most important factors in choosing partners for collaborations.  

Also this term, as already mentioned in the terms above, has to be related to the terms 

cost effectiveness and quality of work, because they will be influenced by each other 

(Figure 2). The companies A, B, C, D, E and F we interviewed agreed that time is essential 

for their business. The R&D manager of company E pointed out that 

The most important factor for us is quality and time, to satisfy the 

customer.  The most important goal is to achieve the result, so that is why 

the previous factors are that important for us. 

For them, a delivery on time is one of the key concepts of their company to be and stay 

successful in the market because their customers are depending on getting their products 

provided in time. Therefore, company C has strict requirements for their collaboration 

partners to ensure that they will stay on time. If a collaboration partner is not able to 

deliver on time, they have to look for an optional one. The CEO of company C pointed 

out:  

Time is also a factor, if they cannot provide us with their help fast enough, 

we have to look for another one. So the delivery time is also important for 

us.  
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Company B, D and E are agree with this importance of time. Time of processes can be 

also related to the time which is needed to run and build long-term and short-term 

relationships. The R&D manager of company E said:  

To build new short-term relationships requires more time to explain to our 

partners what they have to do and this increases time of the process and 

therefore the efficiency. However, when the case is that there is no existing 

partner with the needed resources, and we need to collaborate with a new 

firm for one specific project, we will also build short-term collaboration. 

 

Figure 4.2 Relationships in the term of practical factors of partner selection. 

4.2.3.5 Resources  

The term resources means the recourses of collaboration partners which are need to reach 

the goal of the collaboration. Our respondents stated out that most companies, especially 

SMEs, have to collaborate with other partners to create an innovative product because of 

a lack of their internal resources. Company D´s CEO pointed out:  

We are collaborating with other companies because of a lack of resources. 

To find a suitable partner, we usually sit down and chat with them, then 

we will go to see if they have the capability and resources we need. 

When it comes to choosing partners, company D is looking for different resources such 

as people, hardware, technique and software with a reasonable pricing in mind. For 

company C, the resources available and needed from their collaboration partners are 

highly important. As mentioned before, for them it is also highly important to consider 

the factor of the time of processes into their decision making process. If a collaboration 

partner cannot provide them with the help needed but would have great technical 

resources, they will try to find another partner. Also company E sees the resources as a 

highly important factor in influencing the choice of starting collaborations. The R&D 

manager of company E said:  
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There is always a stage to outsourcing R&D activities such as critical 

testing and analytical testing, and therefore we collaborate with other 

firms and universities which can provide the resources needed for this 

task. 

They look first to the need of the resources and technologies that lack in-house. Then they 

look if they had a previous collaboration by looking if they have a partner that can help 

them with these needs, if not, company E looks at recommendations. 

The first question company E is asking about their potential collaboration partner´s 

resources is:  

Do the other firms have the testing technologies, technical and human 

resources to fulfil or lack of internal resources? And we will ask if the 

partner has the equipment to get us the data that we cannot get by 

ourselves. 

In summary, the term resources plays a big role for all the companies we interviewed due 

to their responds. They agreed on the need to collaborate with other firms when the 

internal resources are running out or are not available for a specific case.  

4.2.3.6 Experience 

Experience is the knowledge about a specific service or process, a collaboration partner 

can provide a company with. The companies we interviewed tried to find partners to 

collaborate with, which have a high experience in a specific needed field like technical 

expertise.  The CEO of company A said:  

We also have considered knowledge similarity since we are working in the 

electronics industry which can be highly specific, and experienced in this 

area is the basic, we try to find experienced collaboration partners. 

Company C agreed with this. For company B, the technical expertise is highly important 

to be able to reach the common goal they have set with their collaboration partner. The 

R&D manager of company E pointed out that the process of collaboration in general and 

the partner selection process in specific depends on the product itself in the first place, 

and what are the demands and needs for the product, area of expertise, and the lack of 

technical resources internally. They have close relationships with universities, and they 

have scientific advisory board and a number of professors working for and supporting 

them. After knowing the expertise they need, they go to look if they have relationships 

with companies that could fulfil this specific need. If there is no existing relationship with 

companies that have the needed expertise, they go to look for new partners by referring 

to the advisory board. 

4.2.3.7 Commercialisation 

The commercialisation capability of a partner is their ability to make the product reach 

the market and the right customers. When we asked our respondents about 
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commercialisation capability of the other party, we specified that it would be from the 

R&D perspective, meaning that if they consider it from the beginning before starting to 

innovate. So the main question was whether they consider their party's commercialisation 

capabilities from the beginning and whether they prefer them over others? 

Commercialisation importance as a capability that the other party might has, depends on 

the fact if the collaborating SME is interested in commercialising the new product to the 

market.  For example, company A has no product development unit as they work with 

electronic design solutions, and therefore they innovate to bring new solutions to their 

partner's problems, but not to come up with new products for the markets. And therefore, 

company A does not consider the other party's commercialisation capability. The same 

goes for company B, C, and most of the time also for company D. Company B has its 

own existing customers and the bigger network that they refer to and innovate for. And 

company D considers this factor sometimes when they want to expand their market but 

not in most of the cases. 

However, companies such as company E and company F who have product development 

units and are interested in reaching new markets and customers pointed out that they 

highly consider the other party's commercialisation capabilities, and as the R&D manager 

of company E said: 

It depends on the product, but in most cases we plan from the beginning 

for both phases -R&D and Commercialisation- as in the end we need to 

sell it in the market and we need a strong partner at that time, and it would 

be better if this partner worked with is in the development 

This means that it is preferable to have the same partner for both phases since they will 

need one at the end of R&D, and when they have the same partner for both phases it 

reduces cost, time, and risks of having new partners for commercialisation. However, 

both of those companies (E & F) said that most of the firms that are similar to them have 

existing partners for commercialisation their new products and the existing ones. But still, 

they look at the ones with two phases capabilities from the beginning. 

4.2.3.8 Size and competitors 

The size of the company is related to what capabilities and technologies that one SME 

needs, and so it is related to the resources factor that our empirical data represented 

previously. Company E´s R&D manager said that: 

You need to collaborate with large firms in order to make profit in a lot of 

projects. 

And what the manager meant here is that if SMEs want to make profit, they have to 

collaborate with large firms, and this is due to the capabilities of those large firms. 

Company A addressed that they often collaborate with large firms to gain more expertise 

and knowledge and use their technical resources in order to develop new products or even 
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existing ones since large firms are more capable of adapting more complicated processes 

and can take more risks.  

Company B, as it is a part of bigger network with large firms, they usually collaborate 

with those large firms in order to get access to their resources and technology, since this 

firm works in a highly technological industry. Company B´s R&D manager described 

partnerships with large firms as getting support from strong parties. However, the R&D 

manager of the previous firm and the other participants mentioned that there are potential 

risks when it comes to collaborating with larger firms, due to their capability of using 

SMEs core-knowledge. Therefore SMEs lose their competitive advantages within the 

niche that they work in. 

Regarding this issue, the R&D manager of company F illustrated: 

Sometimes we have to collaborate with our competitors because of the 

technology they have but we are aware of the risks that could come from 

that collaboration and we are more careful with them than any other 

partners.  

Another factor that company A, C, E, and F mentioned is the competition, whether is the 

partner is an existing partner or even a potential one in the future. This determines the 

status of the other party. All companies that talked about competition referred to the risk 

of interacting with such parties due to the risk of sharing their competitive knowledge and 

experience.  

4.2.3.9 Relationships 

Relationships between firms and networks as our participants described are what they 

look at before they go outside and search for new partners. R&D manager of company F 

said:  

After knowing what technology we need, we look internally if we have an 

already existing partners that we work with on any other processes, and 

then if no, we search for other partners. 

R&D manager of company E said:  

If we have partners that could do what we want, we do not look for new 

alliances, but still we give new companies a chance sometimes. 

Interpreting what they said, they prefer to build collaborations with existing partners, and 

they illustrated that due to trustworthiness issues, and knowing each other's goals are 

determinants of success, since companies with strong and long relationships adapt to each 

other's strategies, cultures, and technologies more and more over time. And both of them 

know what the other party want to achieve. However, the same R&D managers pointed 

out that they still would go out and search for new partner in order to get access to new 

technologies and that they are open to give new chances to other firms. 
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Looking for new partners is less time-efficient as the CEO of company B, C, E, and F 

agreed with, and they see that as a reason for slowing down the process where it takes 

time to know the other firm and making the firm getting used to the company's goals, 

strategy, and culture. The most important relationship aspect that those managers look at 

is the duration of the relationship, which most preferred long-term relationships since 

they make managers reach high levels of trust and - as they said before - high levels of 

integration between partners. The longer the relationship, the more they know about each 

other as the R&D manager of company F pointed out, and which company A, B, C, D, 

and E agreed with on the importance of long-term relationships.  

4.2.3.10 Previous partnerships 

Previous partners include parties who SMEs had successfully or unsuccessfully 

collaborated with in the past. And especially for short-term collaborations for projects 

and one process at the time (project type collaboration), but it is any party that SMEs have 

collaborated with at least for once. Company A, C, D, and E highly recommend firms 

with previous successful collaborations and they said that they would like to have more 

collaborations with them if they had successfully built a partnership before. This is due 

to the less uncertainty that they can have regarding trust, profit, time, and expertise that 

those firms had accomplished together through their partnerships in the past as the CEO 

of company A mentioned, and also due to the aim of turning most collaborations into 

sustainable long-term relationships that SME could refer to in the future instead of 

looking for new ones. 

4.2.3.11 Recommendations 

Recommendations from firms that SMEs trust are an important driver of partner selection 

as company A, E, and F highly agreed with, and company C and D sometimes consider 

it in partner selection processes. Recommendations that SMEs consider in their partner 

selection decision making are those which come from trustful partners and previous 

partners that SMEs had successful collaborations with.  

The importance of recommendations comes from reducing the time of partner searching 

if they did not find an existing partnerships, it also increases the chances in making 

successful and efficient open innovation processes, bringing more profit and expanding 

their networks not just by building new relationship since they have mutual alliances as 

the R&D manager of company F mentioned and said: 

The hardest part of collaborating and finding the right partner is to find 

the right person to talk with, which increases time and so the cost, and 

then it would be more risky, so whenever we get recommendations 

regarding any new partner we go to them directly. 

Company B Product Development manager said: 
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We always like to get new partners and search for them ourselves due to 

the industry and restrictions that we work under, so we search for 

specifications within partners where recommendations won't be helpful 

And when looking for new partners they have to do it themselves and look for ones who 

meet their specifications of security, meaning that when there are high restrictions, it 

reduces the firm to consider recommendations. 

Finally, it is important to point out that it depends on what sector SMEs work in even if 

they all are manufacturing companies within the manufacturing industry. Still, their sector 

of work affects the priority of the previous factors and what they prioritize when deciding 

with whom to collaborate with. Another important aspect to look at as we mentioned 

before is the product itself and the type of product and technology that they are innovating 

in, which varies between technology and another and determines which factor they 

consider and include in their decision making. However, even that it varies, our 

participants addressed them in general and how do they decide who to collaborate with 

based on the factors that they provided us themselves.  

Furthermore, to summarize the importance of each factor for each SME of our 

participants, Table 1 presents the practical factors that our participants mentioned which 

they use most of the time and consider them during their partner selection process within 

open innovation. High means that the firm highly consider this factor, Medium means that 

they consider it sometimes and that it either could depend on the product, time, or process. 

Finally, Low means they usually consider it last or do not at all.  

Table 4.1 Overview about the usage of Practical factors of partner selection. 

Using of factors / Company A B C D E F 

Recommendations High Low Medium Medium High High 

Relationships High High High High High High 

Previous Partnerships High Medium High High High Medium 

Size Low Low High Medium Medium High 

Competitors High High High High High High 

Trustworthiness High High High High High High 

Commercialisation Low Low Low Medium High High 

Quality of work High High High High High High 

Resources Low Medium High High High High 

Experience High High High High High High 

Time of processes Medium High High High High High 

Cost effectiveness Low Medium High High High High 
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5. Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In the first part of this chapter, we will relate our empirical data that we presented in 

chapter 4 to the theory and analyse it using Theory Driven Thematic Analysis Technique. 

Our themes are the theoretical drivers that we presented in Chapter 2, and we will relate 

each of the practical factors in 4.2 to each theoretical theme, each theme will include the 

related practical factors. In the second part we will conclude our study by answering the 

research question and building a decision making tree on how do SMEs choose their 

partners. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Theoretical factors 

In chapter 2, we built a theoretical framework based on the results of previous studies on 

drivers of partner selection for SMEs in particular and other sizes of organisations. Those 

main four drivers were: resources complementarity, social capital, status and knowledge 

similarity, and technical and commercialisation capital. Those four drivers represent 

what could affect managers of SMEs decisions regarding building strategic alliances and 

choice of partner selection between many alternatives within the industry. Therefore, we 

present them as our themes for the analysis, and those four drivers are the themes of our 

analysis for which we use a Theory-driven Thematic Analysis Technique including four 

themes. Each driver/theme includes the related practical factors that we presented in our 

empirical data in order to provide a bigger picture of managers decision making process 

and their way of thinking.  

Moreover, we conduct our study within R&D level and therefore, we analyse our data for 

R&D stage of open innovation except for the commercialisation capital driver that 

includes the commercialisation stage for decision making only, not conducting the study 

within it.  

Regarding the period of the partnership, we included both short-term project 

collaborations and long-term relationships in order to have an overview over all decision 

making processes regarding partner selection and since the period of collaboration affects 

SMEs managers by affecting the other practical factors that we presented in the previous 

chapter. 

5.1.1 Resources complementarity 

Resources complementarity as it was mentioned before, it is the ability to pool the firm's 

own resources with other firms´ resources in order to benefit the most of collaborations 

and create a higher value of partnerships (Chung et al, 2000, p.3). While conducting our 

interviews, all our participants agreed with the importance of complementing their 
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resources with other parties', and their impact on forming a successful and valuable open 

innovation activities. R&D manager of company E mentioned that they look into firms 

that fulfil their needs regarding resources and technologies. Based on our data, we find 

that the function of resources complementarity is to get the needed resources with the best 

match, reducing costs by matching their needs, increasing the quality of work, and finally 

reducing the time of open innovation activities.  

So we draw the related practical factors to the driver of resources complementarity, which 

are: time of processes, cost effectiveness, and quality of work, which are shown in figure 

3. This figure shows how the practical factors that are related to each other in both 

directions, and their relation with the theoretical driver of resources complementarity. The 

arrow points out from the factor that supports/motivates the driver where the arrow points 

at. And then, we discuss their relativity with resources complementarity driver. 

 

Figure 5.3 Relationships within Resources complementarity. 

5.1.1.1 Resources as part of resources complementarity 

As mentioned before, most SMEs have to collaborate with other partners to create an 

innovative product because of a lack of their internal resources.   

The importance of the determinate resources regarding resources complementarity is 

crafted by the CEO of company D. For this company, resources are one of the driving 

factors of choosing partners for collaborations. Company E has shown these results. Also 

company D is looking for different resources such as people, hardware, technique and 

software their collaboration partner must be able to provide to reach their common goal 

of the collaboration. For company C, the resources available and needed from their 

collaboration partners are also highly important in their decision making process. 

The R&D manager of company E builds up on these data and stated that there is always 

a stage to outsourcing R&D activities. 



 

 

 

 

35 

They look first to the need of the resources and technologies that lack in-house. Then they 

look if they had a previous collaboration by looking if they have a partner that can help 

them with these needs. Then, if not, company E looks at recommendations. The 

determinant resources plays an important role for the companies we interviewed.  

5.1.1.2 Cost effectiveness of resources complementarity 

Due to the fact that it is essential for companies to improve their cost effectiveness to stay 

competitive in their markets, resources cannot be the only determinant used on the 

decision making process. The determinant resources also depends on the term cost 

effectiveness to build up a successful collaboration regarding resources complementarity.  

In this manner, company E mentioned that they give new firms a chance if they have the 

needed capabilities and if they are cost effective. The company also stated that there is a 

high importance of connecting various determinants to reach a successful collaboration 

regarding resources complementary. Cost effectiveness cannot be the one and only factor 

to focus on. So cost effectiveness also has to be related to the determinants quality of work 

and time of processes, which will be presented in the following part. 

5.1.1.3 Quality of work as part of resources complementarity 

The quality of work was mentioned to be highly important by all of our respondents when 

it comes to choosing partners. Quality of work means the quality of a product in the end, 

processes or even services that occur during the collaboration between partners to fulfil 

the purpose of the open innovation process. It can be explained as the deviation from 

specifications. The term can also be adapted to the quality of work the collaboration 

partner is delivering to achieve the goal of the collaboration. 

One other aspect to look at regarding quality of work that is related to resources 

complementarity is the labour force and minds that they provide the SME with during the 

project and that they have the capability to understand the SME's goals and culture. So, 

they would fulfil the need for the collaborating SME. 

5.1.1.4 Time of processes as part of resources complementarity 

When it comes to choosing partners,  as mentioned before, for them it is also highly 

important to consider the factor of the time of processes into their decision making 

process. In order to be leading in the market, reducing time of a process of open 

innovation activities is essential. The purpose is to deliver new products and solutions to 

the market within the shortest time possible and to increase cost effectiveness. Company 

C stated that if a collaboration partner cannot provide them with the support needed to 

fulfil their needs in time, but would own great technical resources, they will try to find 

another partner.  

To describe the importance of the connection between the previous analysed 

determinants, the CEO of company C stated the importance of costs, time of delivery and 
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quality. If they have to collaborate with others it is very important for them, that these 

collaboration partners can fit them the best regarding resource complementary. However, 

less resources complementary leads to inefficient collaboration and therefore bad open 

innovation performance.  

5.1.2 Status and knowledge similarity 

Status of a firm was defined in chapter 2 as the position of the firm within the market 

based on its resources and capabilities in their competitive environment. Chung et. Al 

(2000, p.4) defined it, they argue that if the more firms have competitive environment or 

are competitors, there is a less chance to form an alliances with each other. Our results 

agree with that as all our participants mentioned that they prefer to avoid competitors for 

partnerships unless they have very high and needed capabilities, which we discuss more 

in the next paragraph. The knowledge of a firm includes its competences and experience 

within the knowledge they are specified in as Baum et. al (2010, p.2096). They argue that 

if two firms has high similarity, they leave little space to learn, while high dissimilarity 

make it hard to learn from each other and therefore it is less preferable to form a 

collaboration between each other. Based on our data, it is clear that the theory applies in 

practice, since firms prefer to collaborate with an acceptable level of similarity, where 

firms such as company C's CEO argued that if the other party is too similar to what they 

do then it is more likely to have the same resources as company C itself. And we present 

the practical factors that are related to this theme and how they affect the similarity of 

knowledge and status and analyse them based on the theory, which are: Size and 

Competitors, Experience, and Trustworthiness, and they are shown in figure 4 and that 

they directly support the status and knowledge similarity theoretical factor. 

 

Figure 5.4 Relationships within Status and Knowledge Similarity. 

5.1.2.1 Size and competitors as part of status similarity 

Cho and Lee (2016, p.19) argue that when firms with stronger capabilities collaborate 

with other firms, the stronger one tend to be less motivated to form collaboration because 

of the limited rewards they will achieve, and if they do collaborate, they do not provide a 
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high degree of access to resources. In the same context, all the companies we interviewed 

pointed out that they prefer collaboration partners with a similar size as their company 

and less competitive environment. The R&D manager of company E said that sometimes 

they need to collaborate with larger firms in order to make profit, pointing at their 

resources which they need and fulfil the lack of resources that the SME could not find in 

other firms with similar size. Moreover, firms such as company F that collaborates with 

larger firms due to their sector of work (IT), most of the times they prefer larger firms 

because of their capabilities that no other firms could provide even if same sized firms 

have them. But still these resources are not complement for company's F lack of 

resources. 

When we asked about the status, all our participants responded that they consider the 

position of the other firm whether it is a competitor or not, due to the risk of sharing their 

competitive knowledge with their competitors. 

The other aspect of status and knowledge similarity that our participants mentioned is the 

size of the other party which determines their resources capabilities, and larger firms -as 

the R&D manager of company E said- have higher technologies that smaller firms need. 

However, Chung et. Al (2000, p.4) argue that a partner of lower status such as SMEs 

usually expects the counterpart to commit more resources since it emphasizes the level of 

commitment and fairness. If the higher status firm does not meet this level of commitment 

that the lower status expects, the contribution between firms will be reduced, which means 

that it is more difficult to build those collaboration where high dissimilarity of status 

occurs. And our participants do agree with this difficulty but also agree that sometimes 

they have to do it in order to make profit and reach some needed resources as the R&D 

managers of company E and F agree.  

5.1.2.2 Experience as part of knowledge similarity 

When it comes to experience, the companies we interviewed pointed out that for them, it 

is important to find collaboration partners which can fulfil their specific needs through a 

specific experience to bring them forward in reaching their goals. A collaboration partner 

should have at least the same amount of experience as the company itself to provide and 

meaningful and successful collaboration.  

They try to find highly experienced collaboration partners. Company C has the same 

opinion. For company B, the technical expertise is highly important to be able to reach 

the common goal they have set with their collaboration partner. To gain the needed 

experience, company E has close relationships with universities, and they have a scientific 

advisory board and a number of professors working for and supporting them. After 

knowing the expertise they need for a specific project, company E looks if they have 

relationships with companies that could fulfil this specific need.  
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The R&D manager of company E pointed out that the process of collaboration in general 

and the partner selection in specific depends on the product itself in the first place, and 

what the demands and needs for the product are, area of expertise, and the lack of 

technical resources internally. If there is no existing relationship with companies that have 

the needed expertise, they go to look for new partners by referring to the advisory board. 

5.1.2.3 Trustworthiness as part of status similarity 

Trustworthiness from status and knowledge similarity perspective is the trust that could 

be achieved between two firms with high risk of sharing knowledge between them due to 

their status and positions within the market such as the competition and size differences 

which determines the differences in competences as Baum et. al (2010, p. 2096) argues. 

As we presented in chapter 4, the production manager of company B stated that 

trustworthiness is based on knowing each other's goals, weaknesses, and strengths. CEOs 

of company A, C, D, E, F agree with the importance of trust and especially when it is 

with other firms with competitive positions and dissimilar statuses, where the R&D 

manager of company E has to collaborate as they mentioned due to their need of resources 

and that is harder for them to build trust between such parties, which agrees with the 

theory regarding dissimilarity issues that Chung et. Al (2000, p.4) and Baum et. Al (2010, 

p.2096) argue about in their studies. 

5.1.3 Social capital 

The term social capital as Chung et. al (2000, p.5) stated is the firms' potentially 

beneficial relationships with external parties and it is the outcome of previous 

collaboration activities that alliances formed in the past. The higher the social capital, the 

more likely that firms will ally together in the future.  

As we mentioned in Chapter 2, Chung et. Al (2000, p.5) suggested three categories of 

social capital that we consider them in our research: (1) direct prior alliances, which 

represent previous partnerships with direct access to information and direct relationship 

between each other. (2) Reciprocity in exchanging alliances, which is related to repetitive 

formation of partnerships with long-term relationships. And finally, (3) indirect prior 

alliances, which represents firms with indirect connection through a third party.  

In this theme, we will relate the practical factors to the theoretical driver of social capital 

and the influence of those (trustworthiness, previous partnerships, recommendations, & 

relationships) on the social capital and on each other, as it is showed in the next figure 5, 

where the one direction arrow means that the factor has a direct influence/support on 

social capital, and the two side arrows show that the factors are directly influenced 

by/related to each other. 
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Figure 5.5 Relationships within social capital. 

5.1.3.1 Trustworthiness as part of social capital 

Trustworthiness includes all three categories illustrated by Chung et. al (2000) of social 

capital driver, and it is the basic point of view from which managers and CEOs look at 

partnerships, since sharing knowledge is the core of open innovation activities. Our 

participants argue that it is a matter of trust before anything else to form an alliance, and 

therefore, they form alliances and partnerships with firms that they have mutual trust with, 

and based on the theory and what our participants addressed, high social capital increases 

trust among partners and then the chance of forming partnerships in the future. And 

having trust with previous alliances reduces the uncertainty of having a non-trustful 

partner.  

Finally, that means that based on trust, and since it is more likely to have trust where high 

social capital exists, trustworthiness has a direct effect on social capital and an increase 

of one of them means an increase in the other. Moreover, trustworthiness has a direct 

influence on the other three practical factors (previous partnerships, relationships, & 

recommendations), and they are highly considered among SMEs managers because of 

reducing trust uncertainty.  

5.1.3.2 Previous partners as part of social capital 

Previous partners are partners who SMEs had collaborated with in the past for either a 

project or a process but not in a repetitive manner. The SMEs we interviewed, in practice 

prefer to form collaborations with such a firms that they had a successful collaboration 

with in the past, and it represents the indirect prior alliances in the definition of social 
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capital illustrated by Chung et. al (2000, p.5). But Chung et. al (2000) did not consider 

SMEs in their study, neither knowing each other's goals in the case of having previous 

partnerships, they only considered cost, risks, and time of searching, which still applies 

in practice, but our participants did not consider those reasons only. Other than 

trustworthiness, our respondents mentioned that knowing each other cultures, goals, and 

strategies are key factors of preferring their previous alliances in forming new ones in the 

future. However, this still agrees with the theory of social capital where a successful 

previous collaboration increases the chance of forming with the same partners in the 

future.  

5.1.3.3 Relationships as part of Social Capital 

Relationships is directly related to reciprocity partnerships of social capital driver, the 

theory by Chung et. al (2000, p.7) suggests that uncertainty is reduced to its least when 

having high repetitive collaborations with the same partners. Thereby they get to know 

and trust each other more, and it is for long-term relationships where it increases the 

chances of sharing knowledge, resources, and competences.  

In the same context, all our participants agreed on the importance and the benefits of 

having long-term relationships with repetitive partnerships which increases the chances 

of successful collaborations, confidence, and saving time looking for new partners with 

completely different strategies and goals. The R&D manager of company E addressed 

that they always prefer such relationships over any other type of collaborations where 

they start considering as in-house competences when they reach high level of trust based 

on many successful repetitions.  

5.1.3.4 Recommendations as part of social capital 

When it comes to choosing between a completely new firm to partner with and a 

recommended company, the SMEs we interviewed usually go to the recommended one, 

which increases the chance of building alliances with them. The CEO of company A 

highly agreed on that, they addressed that the hardest part of finding partners is to find 

the right one to talk to, and therefore having a recommendation decreases uncertainty and 

reduces time for searching for new partners, which agrees with the theory of indirect prior 

alliances which suggests that the stronger the indirect relationship, the more favourable 

that they would form an alliance.  

However, the R&D managers of company E and company F did not totally agree, where 

they mentioned that to be more innovative, it would not necessarily be more efficient if 

they just consider the firms they were recommended for. It is more important that those 

firms meet the need of technology and resources than the fact that they are recommended 

for the SMEs. This does not completely agree with the theory, or it could be considered 

as the theory would not be applicable for them in this context. 
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5.1.4 Technical and commercialisation capital 

Previous studies showed that firms form partnerships with other parties with high 

technical capabilities in creating new technologies with high technical resources such as 

labour cost and high-cost machines, and that those companies attracts innovative SMEs 

when they need such resources (Ahuja, 2000, p.320). The other capital is the commercial 

capital of the other party at the later stage of open innovation activities, and since we 

conduct our study within the R&D stage of open innovation, it is necessary to include the 

other party's commercialisation capabilities and either SMEs consider them early in the 

beginning of product developments processes. In this manner, commercialisation capital 

is defined by the capability of a firm to commercialise existing products or new ones to 

existing markets or new ones (Ahuja, 2000, p.320).  

However, Ahuja (2000) studied technical capital and commercialisation capital, but from 

the collaborative firm's perspective which are SMEs in our study, but we used both factors 

when looking at the other party since from SMEs point of view, which is either they find 

these factors in other parties and if they consider them or not in their decision making 

process regarding partner selection.  

The factors in practice that are related to this theme are time of process in open innovation 

and product development activities, quality of work and collaboration activities regarding 

their technical capital, cost effectiveness of the other party's technology, 

commercialisation capabilities, resources, size of the partner and competitors, and finally 

the experience of the other party regarding technology and commercialisation. These 

practical factors support the theoretical drivers of technical and commercialisation 

capital. Figure 6 shows the factors that are considered within the theme technical and 

commercialisation capital. Those factors that our participants provided us with and that 

we presented in the third section of the previous chapter.  
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Figure 5.6 Relationships within technical and commercialisation capital. 

5.1.4.1 Time of process as part of technical capital 

As stated before, Ahuja (2000) studied technical capital as a factor for collaboration in 

addition to commercial capital, which represents the ability of the firm to commercialise 

their new technology and products. This author analysed both; factors from the firm’s 

tendencies to accept collaborations and their ability to have linkages not from the partner 

selection perspective. Meaning that if a firm has both high technical and commercial 

capital combined, it reduces the number of links with other firms by asking how many 

instead of who because of their self-efficiency. 

Time of processes means the time which is required to finalize a new product development 

processes and open innovation projects. This time of process depends on the available 

technical capital in a firm. For the companies we interviewed, the time of processes was 

one of the most important factors in choosing partners for collaborations.   

For company E, a delivery on time is one of the key concepts of their company to be and 

stay successful in the market because their customers are depending on getting their 

products provided in time. Therefore, company C has strict requirements for their 

collaboration partners to ensure that they will stay on time. If a collaboration partner is 

not able to deliver on time because of a lack of technical capital, they have to look for an 

optional one.  

5.1.4.2 Quality of work as part of technical capital 

Quality of work was also mentioned to be highly important by all of our respondents 

when it comes to choosing partners. Quality of work regarding technical capital means 
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the quality that can be achieved through the available technical capital in a company such 

as machineries. 

As mentioned in the factor of time of process, the quality of work cannot be seen as one 

single term. It has to be related to the terms cost effectiveness and time of process, also in 

regard to technical capital.  

Company B, C, E and F agreed on this statement in general but still, the companies 

sometimes have to collaborate with others regarding the quality of work if they do not 

have the needed in-house technical capital which would be able to deliver the expected 

and needed, for quality of work. Whether a firm has to collaborate with others regarding 

technical capital differs from product to product and the technical capital needed to fulfil 

the tasks in the best possible way.  

5.1.4.3 Cost effectiveness as part of technical capital  

For the respondents of our study, the determinant cost effectiveness was mentioned to be 

one of the most important factors in choosing partners for collaborations. Regarding to 

the theme technical capital, this determinant can be explained by choosing the partners 

for collaborations by comparing their services and products with each other and with the 

internal costs for a company occurring on similar actions by using their own resources of 

technical capital. Improving their cost effectiveness is important for companies to stay 

competitive in their markets. But cost effectiveness cannot be the one and only factor to 

focus on. As mentioned before, the term cost effectiveness is also related to the terms time 

of processes and quality of work.  

In this manner, company E mentioned that they give new partners a chance if they have 

the needed technical capital and if they are better regarding cost effectiveness.  

5.1.4.4 Commercialisation as part of commercialisation capital 

SMEs consider commercialisation capital in practice in case they have products to 

commercialise, while other SMEs with no product development unit do not consider this 

aspect. Three examples of the second case are company A, B, and C, these firms do not 

have an actual product to develop, however, and they design, research, and provide 

solutions for their customers.  

On the other side, companies such as company E, F, and sometimes company D, they do 

consider commercialisation capital of the other partner from the early stages of 

collaboration and open innovation activities, this happens due to the importance of saving 

time later on searching for new partners for commercialising their product. This agrees 

with the theory by Ahuja (2000) and Mokter & Ilkka (2016), where they argued that the 

higher the commercialisation capital the more likely that a collaboration will occur, and 

here we find that this also applies for SMEs in manufacturing industry. 
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5.1.4.5 Resources as part of technical capital  

Resources in technical capital could represent "high" technologies, labour cost, and high-

cost machines. The term resources in this matter means technical capital resources such 

as machinery which is needed to reach the goal of the collaboration. Most companies, 

especially SMEs, have to collaborate with other partners to create an innovative product 

because of a lack of their internal technical capital resources.  

When it comes to choosing partners, company D is looking for different resources such 

as people, hardware, technique and software with a reasonable pricing in mind. For 

company C, the resources available and needed from their collaboration partners are 

highly important. As mentioned before, for them it is also highly important to consider 

the factor of the time of processes into their decision making process. If a collaboration 

partner cannot provide them with the help needed but would have great technical 

resources, they will try to find another partner.  

The companies look first to the need of the resources regarding technical capital that lack 

in-house. Then they look if they had a previous collaboration by looking if they have a 

partner that can help them with these needs, then if not, company E looks at 

recommendations. 

In summary, the broader concept of resources plays a big role for all the companies we 

interviewed. They agreed on the need to collaborate with other firms when the internal 

resources are running out or are not available for a specific case.  

5.1.4.6 Size and competitors as part of technical capital 

 When firms with stronger capabilities collaborate with other firms, the stronger one tend 

to be less motivated to form collaboration because of the limited rewards they will 

achieve, and if they do collaborate, they do not provide high degree of access to resources. 

As mentioned before, all the companies we interviewed pointed out that they prefer 

collaboration partners with a similar size as their company and less competitive 

environment (Cho and Lee, 2016, p.23). The R&D manager of company E agreed on this 

point of view but he also pointed out that sometimes they need to collaborate with larger 

firms in order to make profit, pointing at the technical capital which they need and fulfil 

the lack of resources that the SME could not find in other firms with similar size. 

Moreover, firms such as company E and F that collaborate with larger firms due to their 

sector of work which is IT sector, most of the time they prefer larger firms because of 

their capabilities that no other firms could provide, even if same sized firms have them, 

but still these resources are not complement for company F´s lack of resources. 

5.1.4.7 Experience as part of technical capital 

Firms with successful innovative history can be regarded as technically competent, and 

those firms attract other parties to collaborate with when the later ones try to acquire 
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greater knowledge and competences through collaborations rather than collaborating with 

less accomplished firms (Ahuja, 2000, p.320). 

Experience is the knowledge about a specific service or process, a collaboration partner 

can provide a company with. The companies we interviewed tried to find partners to 

collaborate with, which have high experience in a specific needed field like technical 

expertise.  

Experience regarding Technical Capital is the knowledge about a technology for example 

a collaboration partner can provide a company with. Company A and company C agreed 

with this. For company B, the technical expertise is highly important to be able to reach 

the common goal they have set with their collaboration partner. Therefore, company E 

for example has close relationships with universities, and they have a scientific advisory 

board and a number of professors working for and supporting them.  

 Drivers Model 

Finally, based on the data we collected and analysed using thematic theory driven 

analysis, we conclude our results and analysis with a model that is shown in figure 7. It 

connects practice to the theoretical framework where each practice factor has direct and 

indirect influence on each theoretical driver of partner selection and the other practical 

factors as we presented in the previous sections within this chapter. Factors such as 

recommendation, previous partnerships, and relationships have a direct influence on 

trustworthiness between firms. And factors such as quality of work, cost effectiveness, 

and time of processes are directly affected by each other and are influencing the resources 

complementarity and technical capital. 
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Figure 5.7 Relationships within the Model. 

 Conclusions 

In this paper, we found the main drivers and factors that SMEs consider when forming 

collaborations with other firms at the R&D stage of open innovation and new product 

development activities. The overall conclusion based on our findings and analysis is that 

SMEs’ managers base their decisions on trustworthiness, size and position of the partner, 

and partner's experience and resources in order to achieve the most efficient collaboration 

with the most cost- and time-effectiveness, and highest quality.  

We focused in our study on SMEs in Sweden by conducting an interview study on six 

SMEs within manufacturing sector. However, these researchers argued that SMEs are 

moving more towards open innovation without mentioning that they still prefer 

innovating internally at both stages (R&D & commercialisation).  

Our findings show that SMEs managers, CEOs, and R&D managers of our participants 

start their collaborations with looking internally for existing partners that could fulfil their 

need based on the mutual trust and understanding they already have. They also prefer 

long-term relationships over project and short-term relationships. Our study shows that 

our participants consider all drivers of partner selection including their practical factors 

when having open innovation activities and NPD. Our respondents use these drivers in 

various priorities depending on the product itself, the industry they work in, and based on 

the new technology or ideas they are innovating in.   
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We also conclude that our participants have no clear decision making structure nor a 

strategy that they follow to decide with whom they should collaborate with. This does not 

mean that all SMEs have no strategy since this is an empirical fact that applies on our 

participants. However, this conclusion could be generalised on a conceptual level.  

To illustrate and summarize our conclusions, we build a decision making tree that draws 

the priority of the factors based on our findings. The decision making tree provides a clear 

view on how our participants determine if they want to collaborate with existing partners 

or with new ones. It also provides a clear understanding of what they look for at each 

stage of the decision making process. The questions to be asked at each step of the 

decision making tree are based on the thematic model that was built by relating practice 

to theory, and therefore finding how SMEs choose their partners overall to achieve the 

most efficient collaboration with the most cost- and time-effectiveness, and highest 

quality. 

The decision making tree describes how SMEs CEOs and managers make decisions and 

choose their partners within open innovation processes based on what we think of our 

analysis in order to sort the priorities of partner selection driver and in order to answer 

our research question, which is:  

RQ: How do SMEs that adopt open innovation select their strategic alliances? Based on 

the partner's: resources complementary, status and knowledge similarity, social capital, 

and technical and commercial capital? 

5.3.1 Partner selection decision making tree description  

The decision making tree is cut into two parts and we build it based on what we think of 

the results and analysis. Those decision making trees are: The first decision-making tree 

where SMEs start their open innovation/NPD activities from the scratch, and in this stage, 

SMEs search internally based on resources and relationships (social capital) before 

searching for new partners. The second decision-making tree comes after the first one as 

a result of not finding any existing partners, and when SMEs are out of their internal 

capabilities and resources, and have no existing relationships, so they go outside looking 

for new potential partners.  

5.3.1.1 The first decision making tree  

The first tree of decision making applies when managers have new open innovation 

processes. Managers decide to collaborate with existing or previous partners when they 

have lack of resources for each R&D activity by asking whether they have an existing 

partners with the needed resources or not. If YES, they would collaborate with them in 

most of the cases, however, If NO, managers refer to their partners to ask them for 

recommendations, and they would collaborate with those recommended partners if they 

have the required and complement resources and meet their needs. But if the 

recommended ones do not have these resources, managers usually search for new 
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partners, and the decision making regarding this case is described in the second decision 

tree.   

When managers of SMEs have all the needed resources for their innovation processes, 

they tend to innovate internally (in-house innovation). However, they ask themselves if 

there is a need to commercialise the product or if it is for an existing market and 

customers. If there is NO need for commercialising, then there are no decisions made 

regarding collaborations at the commercialisation stage, and all the activities will be done 

internally in most of the cases. The exception here is when SMEs do not know what 

technology they are willing to innovate within, and so they collaborate for developing 

new ideas that they could not develop internally.  

On the other side, when there is a new product that needs to be commercialised, SMEs 

address their commercialisation capital, if they cannot fulfil all the needed capabilities, 

the search for an existing partners who have high commercialisation capital, if there are 

such partners, they collaborate with them. If NO, they search for new partners based on 

their commercial capital.  

The decision making tree that was described above is shown in Appendix 2. 

5.3.1.2 The second decision making tree  

This decision making tree is the second one in the order of decision making, as it follows 

up selecting partners decision making if the SMEs managers have not found any existing 

or previous partners. So, if none of the past conditions were applicable, managers then 

tend to search for new partners. They always look for partners with the most cost effective 

collaboration, highest quality of work, and most time effective collaborations. However, 

these needs are not easily satisfied for managers. To achieve this goal managers of SMEs 

start searching for firms that have similar knowledge and an accepted status of size and 

competition. This decision is based on the importance of trust issues and experience of 

the other firm.  

Then managers limit the potential partners to the ones that apply to the previous 

conditions. Managers then look at their resources if they could fulfil the lack of needed 

resources. If those firms have the needed resources, managers look into their resources to 

determine whether they complement the firm’s resources or not. This decision is related 

to resources complementarity driver. High resources complementarity means high quality 

of work, time and cost effective collaboration, meaning that firms that apply these 

conditions have higher chances to form collaborations with and higher chance to have a 

successful partnership with since they meet the need of resources complementarity, high 

status and knowledge similarity, and high technical capital. However if none of the 

potential firms meet those requirements, managers either search for new partners, or 

collaborate with the one that meet the most of the three requirements. Figure 9 shows the 
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decision making tree for searching for new partners, and wherever the answer is NO, 

managers go one step backwards and look for new firms. 

 

Figure 5.8 Decision making tree for searching for new partners. 
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This chapter concludes our research by discussing our research findings. We discuss 

theory and practice in this chapter. Furthermore, we present the limitations and future 

research in this chapter. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 Discussion and theoretical contribution 

Previous studies have looked at open innovation within SMEs and all firms’ sizes, and 

other researchers who reflected on the importance of studying partner selection and 

collaborations within open innovation activities (Cho & Lee, 2016; Baum et. al, 2010; 

Henttonen, 2013). However, there is a lack of studies on partner selection for SMEs 

within open innovation context. In this study, we built a model based on previous 

researches, conducted an interview study, and finally analysed the data collected from six 

SMEs in the manufacturing sector in Sweden that adopt open innovation activities and 

collaborate with various parties.  

The overall aim of this study was to map the structure of the decision making process on 

how SMEs managers choose their partners at R&D stage  (technology exploration) within 

open innovation based on the theory of number of previous studies (Rothaermel & 

Boeker, 2008; Chung et. al, 2000; Stuart, 1998; Cantwell & Colombo, 2000; Gulati, 1995; 

Ahuja, 2000; Cho & Lee, 2016). Those researchers had developed four main drivers of 

partner selection in general: social capital, resources complementarity, status and 

knowledge similarity, and technical and commercial capital. Our participants adopt open 

innovation activities and collaborate with other firms in order to develop new ideas. 

However, our findings show that our participants of SMEs prefer to innovate internally 

when they have the capabilities and needed resources. This shows that SMEs do adopt 

open innovation, and which agrees with theories by Lee et. Al (2010) and Vahter et. Al 

(2014). However, these theories did not mention that SMEs prefer to innovate internally 

as these theories mentioned that they are moving toward innovating openly and in 

collaboration with other firms, which contradict with our findings. 

Based on our participants of SMEs, partner selection is a determinant of successful open 

innovation activities. However, it is a risky process, especially when it comes to strategic 

alliances since it includes core-knowledge and competences sharing among partners. 

Results by Cho and Lee (2016, p.23) agree with the previous. They argue that when 

sharing core-knowledge with partners, they could learn from their competences and 

increase the risk of partners turning into competitors. The importance of our study comes 

from this perspective in addition to the effect of collaboration on R&D performance. Our 

study shows that choosing the right partner reduces cost of operations, improves the 

quality of work, and reduces the time of innovation activities. 
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 Limitations 

Our research has some limitations such as – but not limited to - the access to information, 

the selection of the sample, the differences between industries and sectors, and the 

generalizability of the conclusions. We conducted our study on SMEs within the 

manufacturing sector, meaning that our conclusions might not be applicable on SMEs 

within other sectors due to the characteristics differences between the sectors. 

Nevertheless, our study is limited to the selection of the sample and the companies with 

in it. We interviewed six SMEs and the outcomes could not be applicable if they were 

applied on different groups of SMEs. Moreover, we conducted five interviews out of six 

via phone and Skype, the other one was face to face. This limited our communication 

abilities with the respondents and therefore the understanding and bonding with them, 

where face-to-face interviews could have made the respondents more comfortable. 

Moreover, our study was conducted in small firms in Sweden, and based on the cultural 

differences between countries, our study is limited to the Swedish culture and the Swedish 

business environment, and our results might be applicable for countries with the same 

culture such as Scandinavian countries. But not to countries with different cultures, and 

that is especially –based on our study- due to the importance of trustworthiness, 

relationships, and communication between SMEs in open innovation context. Those are 

highly affected by the culture of business itself and the country hosting it.  

However, the biggest limitation was the generalizability of the results and outcomes of 

the study. This is due to our methodology of conducting our research. We conducted our 

research on a sample that we chose with special characteristics regarding open innovation 

adoption, so we cannot define the population and the group that they belong to. This 

means our outcomes might not be applicable to other groups. However, these outcomes 

can be generalised to a conceptual level, but not to other practical cases. 

 Future research 

To continue to understand the factors and drivers of partner selection among SMEs within 

open innovation activities, we suggest future researchers to dig deeper into the pros and 

cons of applying such model and decision making trees, and what are the consequences 

of applying them. In this research, we determined how SMEs -within our group of 

participants - choose their partners, however, we did not determine what would be the 

most efficient strategy of doing it. We determined the factors and what SMEs want to 

reach them in the end, but not the results of their decision making. Therefore, we suggest 

for future researchers to test our model by following up with a whole process of open 

innovation within SMEs to determine what is the most efficient way of choosing partners 

based on the results of collaborations (e.g. profit, time, market share, etc.). Moreover we 

suggest future researchers to expand this study on a larger group of participants and larger 

a scale to determine if it could be generalised or not, and to conduct a quantitative study 

in order to generalise this model and decision-making trees. 
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Appendix 1 Interview guide.  

Research Question:  

How do SMEs that adopt open innovation process select their strategic alliances based on 

the partner's resources complementarities, status and knowledge similarity, social capital, 

and technical and commercial capital?  

Process of adapting OI at R&D level:  

 How do you generate new ideas in order to develop new products? And how 

often?  

 Describe product development in general in the manufacturing sector. Specially 

for new products   

 What is open innovation for you?  

 Do you have any specific process for open innovation? How does it looks like?  

 What do you consider when developing new products? (Resources, capital, 

machinery, human capital…) -> Follow up  

o What are the restrictions in developing products and challenges that you 

face when coming up with new ideas?  

 Do you differentiate between R&D and commercialisation when developing new 

products? If so, how?  

Difference of working with or without OI:  

 Why do you collaborate with other firms to develop products?  

 What are the differences between in-house and out-house product development at 

R&D stage?  

Problems with collaborations:  

 What are the main problems and challenges that you face when choosing partners 

to collaborate with to develop products?  

 

Outcomes of collaborations:  

 How do you consider a collaboration successful?  

o Is there a goal set to accomplish out of the collaboration?  

Terms of Collaborations and types:  
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 How open are you with information? Where are the restrictions?  

 Do you think about the period of collaboration? (long-term and short-term 

collaborations)  

Drivers of partner selection:     

 What aspects and factors do you consider when collaborating with other firms 

regarding product development?  

 Do you have a clear strategy regarding partner selection?  

Resources complementarity:  

 Do you consider the complementarity of resources of the other party's when 

choosing partners? (Strength and assets of other firms   

o If yes, how?   

 What the most important resources that you consider that the partner must have?  

 Do these resources related to the process and the lack of inter-firm resources?  

 What are the costs, risks, and challenges of choosing partners based on their 

additional resources?  

Social Capital:  

 Do you prefer your previous collaborations in choosing partners in the future then 

selecting new partners?  

o If yes, how would a successful previous partnership influence your 

decision in the upcoming collaborations?   

 Would you prefer a firm that you already have a successful history with on other 

firms with strong resources, social and commercial capital, and similarity?   

o And why?   

 INDIRECT PRIOR ALLIANCES: Do you consider partners of partners when 

forming alliances?   

o WHY?  

o If yes, how?  

 RECIPROCITY INDIRECT ALLIANCES: Do you prefer building strategic 

alliances with firms that you have repetition in the long-term?   

o WHY?  

o If yes, how?  
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Technical and Commercial Capital:  

High technical capital means high capability in producing new technologies, products, 

and services. Resources from a technical perspective could represent high 

technologies, labour cost, and high-cost machines.  

Commercial Capital represents the capability of the firm to commercialise their new 

product and make it reach the market.  

 How do you consider the technical capabilities such as equipment, human capital, 

and machines (Technical Capital) in the other firms when selecting partners?  

o Is it important? And Why?  

 How do you consider the partners capability to commercialise new products and 

technologies after developing them (Commercial Capital)?  

o Is it important? And Why?  

o Do you consider it at the early stage at the R&D for commercializing if 

they have a high C-capability?  

Status and Knowledge Similarity  

Status of a firm determines the position of the firm regarding their resources and 

capabilities in their competitive environment   

 How do you define similarity of knowledge, status, and technology for other firms  

 Do you consider the similarity of the partners when collaborating regarding 

technology, knowledge, and market position similarities?   

o If yes, how do you consider it?  

o Do you prefer them over firms that have less similarity?  

Closing Question:  

 According to what have been discussed before, which factor affects your decision 

the most?  

 What is your own way of selection, what factors do you focus on?  

o How did you come up with those factors?  

 Would you like to add anything from your experience in collaborations?  
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Appendix 2 Decision making tree. 

 


