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What are the barriers to collaborative 

value creation from an SME perspective?
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Why?

• Policy on innovation  and development in industry clusters is 

largely based on top down macro-economic models and 

assumptions.

• There is a need for more research on the messier real-world 

barriers faced by SMEs on the ground, which also impact on 

cluster innovation and development.



Where? At key interfaces

• The co-location of 

Universities and SMEs in 

clusters, is assumed to 

support research, 

innovation, knowledge 

transfer and skills 

development in clusters. 

Universities help to ensure that the UK remains competitive in the global market by supporting greater business

innovation and export-led, knowledge-intensive growth. (The Economic Role of Universities, Universities UK, 2015)



Why are the barriers for SMEs so critical? 

• They make up the majority of most clusters, and provide most 

regional employment 

• They are under-represented in policy development, and 

particularly vulnerable to policy changes 

• They are repositories of niche knowledge for innovation, so 

loss of SMEs impacts on capacity to compete on innovation

• They can provide early foresight of barriers, emerging threats 

and opportunities on the ground to inform policy, practice and 

professional development



How? Case studies of country clusters



Qualitative & quantitative methods

1. Interviews with stakeholders to elicit themes (using grounded theory)

2. Online Surveys to validate  these across a wider population 



Key Barriers?



0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Brazil California Canada Chile Germany Portugal S.Africa Scotland

Good/VGood

Poor/Bad

Poor Interaction with Universities



Universities don’t carry out research projects in partnership 

with small companies … there are only partnerships with large 

companies. (SME, Chile)

Research and development are difficult to do in Italy – even if 

it is important. Have you ever seen a contract of R&D 

collaboration with a University? It would be less complicated 

with NASA.  (SME, Italy)



Poor Alignment of Research Aims & Incentives 

Publishing  of research 
determines a key part of 

University research income

Theory-based, discipline 
specific research is most 

publishable

IP and commercial confidentiality 
of research  determines a key 

part of Company income

Practice-based, cross-
disciplinary research is most 

needed 



Lack of skills & training

Percentage of survey respondents who believed the workforce was insufficiently skilled

A survey of around 1,300 UK CEOs in different sectors highlighted lack of trained staff as the greatest 

threat to business growth





Lack of expertise among decision-makers

At the (round) table should be sat the people who know about 

the technical issues, and the commercial issues together with 

the government people – sadly this has not yet happened. 

(SME, Germany)



Funding Barriers

Lack of secure long term funding for SMEs
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When the government changes, also the energy plan 

changes, which is an absurdity. (SME, Italy)

See if you think it’s fair... to change the rules in the middle of 

the game. It’s not fair when you make a contract at an auction. 

You work out your costs...not counting these new system 

changes in the middle of the game. Then this creates insecurity 

for investors, for the generator and the entrepreneur. Of 

course the small and medium-sized companies suffer the 

greatest impact.  (SME, Brazil).



Funding Barriers

Limited access to funding for SMEs
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When a bank realises that it is a small company (seeking 

finance) then this is where there is a flaw in the market. And it 

is here where the government should support SMEs, 

guaranteeing their credit, or helping them to get other kinds of 

funding for those projects which can be built. (SME, Chile)

The banks leave SMEs completely out in the rain, without 

loans, without financing … It cannot be that the European 

Union, the Central European Bank, lends a lot of money to 

Portuguese banks and very cheaply, and afterwards nothing 

gets to SMEs. (SME, Portugal)



Funding Barriers 

Concept testing and Marketing for SMEs
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Lack of interaction with policymakers to 

address these needs



They (policymakers) are not very interested in our arguments. 

With government organizations, the experience has been 

negative, in the sense of difficult, very difficult. 

There is a lack of dialogue in areas of mutual interest 

[between SMEs and policymakers] to speak about what people 

think. (SME, Portugal)



Addressing the barriers to collaborative 

value creation?
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Value 
creation in 

UIIN 
requires

Incentives for 
SME-led  

collaboration

Alignment of 
Aims & 

Incentives  in 
areas such as IP

Incentives for 
practice –

based, cross  
disciplinary 

R&D

Availability of 
appropriate 

knowledge & 
expertise

Funding for 
Concept 

Development 
with SMEs

Feedback from 
SMEs on policy 
& professional 
development 

needs



The speed of change in global markets and technology-
based sectors requires early foresight of  needs/ barriers/ 
risks/ opportunities, and a rapid response. This kind of 
collaborative R&D needs to be incentivised if Universities 
are to contribute to innovation that is company led.





Practice-based research with SMEs by 
students in the field can inform policy, practice 
and professional development quickly and   
provide a vehicle for collaborative change



Building bridges: students as catalysts
Our approach has emphasised the value of using internships for supervised 
students to carry out collaborative action research with stakeholders across these 
clusters. Students have acted as bridge-builders and catalysts for change within 
and between clusters – at a time when policy, practice and professional 
development is often too slow to meet the needs of a rapidly evolving field.







The future aims of UIIN?

..by engaging and empowering citizens to co-design and co-deliver public 

services, governments can not only better meet citizens’ needs; they can 

also shift some of the burden of accountability from the state to the people, 

allowing high-quality delivery of services in an environment of constrained 

resources. (Farrell D and Goodman K (2013) Government by Design: four 

principles for a better public sector. Mackinsey Quarterly, December 13.)

Universities are well-placed to mediate this, however it requires a new 

mandate and new incentives  - to build on collaborative research with 

stakeholders on the ground as the basis for policy, practice and professional 

development.
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www.cluster2cluster.org



In a rapidly-changing and competitive market...

• Could policymakers provide more incentives for Universities to support 

SME-led innovation, looking at impact rather than output?

• Could Universities use student internships to provide more timely and 

targeted policy, practice and professional development in key sectors?

• Could Universities provide more of a bridge between clusters at different 

stages of maturity, as a basis for sharing experience and building markets?



Implications for research?

• Research that makes better (and faster) use of what stake-

holding users know, need and can do

• Research that makes better use of what other clusters know 

and can do

• Research that feeds back more quickly into policy, practice 

and professional development



What really jumped out is - there is a really big gap between 

what research there is, and what companies are thinking, and 

policymakers are funding. And the coordination is very poor. 

Univ. Energy Professor (Energy Collaborative, 

California) 



They [R&D Institutes] are increasingly moving in the direction 
of developing products themselves and licensing them to 
industry then, because they can make more money that way. 

This has the big disadvantage that one enters into a situation 
of competition and into a conflict of interest between 
development Institutes and industry which, in some cases, has 
actually made us decide not to carry out, or to stop 
development projects, because we were simply afraid that the 
partner would use the know how afterwards for their own 
commercial exploitation. 

From my point of view, this is in a clear contradiction of the 
socio-political mandate of R&D Institutes who are supposed to 
be conducting research FOR industry and not developing and 
marketing a product themselves.  

(Medium-sized enterprise, Germany).



e.g. lack of long term policy

The thing is, the subsidies from government are only good till 

September. That means we don’t yet know what will happen in 

September next year. That creates a confusion. Or problems 

to the market, because none of us knows anything about 

what’s going to happen. 

(Large company, Spain)



e.g. access to funding for SMEs

Of course, we are disadvantaged… government always 

gives preference to the big companies. If someone here is 

running a small company with 10 or 20 people the 

support is zero … Everything that’s big automatically 

receives support. Everything that’s small automatically 

does not get support – this is the basic policy. 

(SME, Portugal)



University XX has been taking the stance for a very long time 

that they should have the full ownership of all of the IP. And 

that really hurts the University because it is a killer for start-

up companies. (Academic Project Manager, California)


