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Explanatory notes: This paper, outlining a program 2010—2020 for SME Nets in BSR, is the last 

DRAFT from the policymakers (representing all BSR States) in Task Force C (”SME Nets”) under 

Flagship 7.1, ”Innovation Systems, Clusters and SME Networks”. In all essentials the DRAFT is 

expected to be endorsed at the High Level Group (for Flagship 7.1) meeting in Malmö, 20-21 

September 2010. With this in mind the Flagship leader (VINNOVA) has given me green light to ”de-

restrict” it already today, here in Lahti. (Stefan Cairén) 

 
Subprogram C – Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) n etworks 
 
 

Background and rationale 
 
SMEs are the backbone of Europe’s economy: there are 23 million SMEs in Europe 
representing around 99% of all undertakings, and 57% of them are sole 
proprietorships. They provide two thirds of total private-sector employment, 
represent 80% of the total job creation and produce more than half of the EU added 
value1. Therefore small and medium sized companies are important for future 
economic growth. The countries around the Baltic Sea Region (BSR) need more 
companies that grow and produce goods and services that are competitive on a 
global market. This is a fact for most European countries and is also highlighted 
within the work of the European Union.  
 

It has been shown that SMEs cooperating with other companies are more 
competitive and that companies that are cooperating within networks show better 
performance than companies outside such networks2. Still, quite a small proportion 
of SMEs are working systematically with network activities. Therefore, fostering and 
supporting co-operation of SME networks can prove a fruitful policy action 
enhancing innovation and competitiveness. 
 
The success of enterprises and regions depends on their ability to identify emerging 
market opportunities, to position themselves in global networks and produce, in the 
role they have selected, more added value than others do. Companies need to work 
in environment that supports both cooperation and competition. Especially for 
smaller companies it is important to take part in global networks in order to get new 
knowledge and in order to increase innovate capacity and exploit commercial 
opportunities which arise. Stronger links between SMEs and forming of networks is a 
way to increase business activities in the region. One of the objectives of BSR Star 
is to facilitate the joint business activities between the Baltic Sea Region countries in 
expanding and doing business in markets outside of the region. Furthermore, with 
increased transnational networking among SMEs in the region, the home market for 
these companies and networks becomes larger as individual countries will not be 
thought of as home market but rather the BSR region in whole. Therefore the BSR 
serve as a valuable stepping stone towards increased internationalization for SMEs. 
 

                                                           
1
 eipascope Bulletin 2009/02 

2
 Norwegian network programme 
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On the policy side, each country in the BSR has launched network and cluster 
programmes on a regional and/or national level over the past years. A trans-national 
programme focusing on SME networks is therefore a valuable addition to regional 
and national policies launched already. Substantial knowledge, experience and best-
practices have accumulated within ministries, institutions, networks and private 
companies among the countries in the BSR on national policies, programmes and 
projects. Building on that foundation along with tightening the transnational linkages 
between the BSR countries, the BSR Star programme focusing on SME networks 
will add an important dimension to networking and innovation policies in the region.  
According to numerous research and studies, the benefits of transnational SME 
networking programme can be as follows: 
 

• The cooperation in networks can help to expand the home market, as well as 
to  explore and access new markets  

• The networking provides access to new knowledge and competences that 
generate innovations, creating a learning development structure within 
networks and individual SMEs. 

• The networking provides better access to various financing sources. 
• The cooperation enables SMEs to realize larger projects and gain new 

customers by providing package solutions. 
• SME networks  can  provide better access to R&D institutions and expertise  
• SMEs joining forces in networks will be more attractive as partners for large 

companies, and thus get access to new business possibilities. 
• SME networks provide the opportunity to reduce risks with sharing cost for 

development activities. Such cost is quite often a hindrance for an individual 
SME, but affordable in a joint process within a network National and regional 
SME networks are often the basis and driving force in the development of 
regional clusters and integral to local innovation systems.  

 
Purpose and Strategic idea 
 
The purpose is to support and strengthen international collaboration between 
existing SMEs’ networks and facilitate new ones with the aim of strengthening the 
innovation capacity of SMEs and helping them to find new business and market 
opportunities leading to increased competitiveness and growth.  
 

The strategic idea is to establish and strengthen transnational SMEs’ networks and 
collaboration in order to foster innovation and new business opportunities. This will 
be done through:  
•  Facilitation of business driven international cooperation between SMEs’ 
networks; 
•  Strengthening  innovation via transnational collaboration projects;  
•  Strengthening competence networks of SMEs in the BSR; 
• Strengthening the linkages within the region and outside the region. 

 

This programme builds a platform for increased cooperation and linkages between 
SMEs which will be an important foundation for the creation of new strategic 
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alliances working towards grand challenges. This platform will be realised with the 
programme´s management, organized activities and tools which support SMEs 
joining forces and competencies in networking activities and thus get access to new 
business possibilities. Networks will therefore become stronger as well as 
consortias/networks from different BSR countries will join forces with clear focus of 
innovative solutions and commercial value for participating actors.  
 
The programme will focus on SME networks gaining access to new markets, both 
within and and outside the BSR region. The main focus wil be outside the region, but 
collaboration within the regions can be a first step necessary in this direction. SME 
networks can therefore benefit from the cooperation with other networks in the 
region and become more attractive and competitive for global market by improving 
their growth performance and market share.The program will assist the SME 
networks to reach new markets outside the BSR region. BSR SME networks with 
international potential outside the region are one of the priority of the programme. 
This program is an addition to national networking programmes, like SME network 
programmes, cluster programmes, competence centers, other flagships, innovation 
related funding and development programs. This approach relates also to other 
programmes of the BSR Stars – linking to activities supporting SME growth and 
internationalization and with activities that develops transnational clusterization as 
well as research and innovative milieus. Figure 1 illustrates the strategic idea 
according to which the programme is strengthening the resource base (networking 
as such) and also contributing to new business models, new cooperation and new 
alliances using resources from different countries (companies, competences, capital, 
research etc). 
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Figure 1. Strategic idea 
 
 
 
The main strategic priorities: 
 
1. Bottom-up approach  
The programme approach will be bottom-up, in the sense that there has to be a 
company interest in joining the networks. The programme initiatives will be business 
oriented, simple and easy for business to join and open to all sectors of SMEs’ 
activities in order to encourage wide SME participation in transnational networking 
activities and to ensure bottom-up principle. 
 

2. Innovation related projects 
Research and innovation are crucial in improving productivity and competitiveness, 
which is necessary to uphold the economic growth, social responsibility and 
sustainable development. Therefore innovative projects and processes will be 
encouraged by the programme. 
 
3. Increasing SME international potential 
Innovation takes place in a global context and all innovation policies and support 
actions should recognise this. For the BSR and whole EU level, this is particularly 
important for creating open, international markets for innovative products and 
services. Cross-border, trans-national networks can provide a platform and the way 
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to compete regionally or globally with other strong actors, help to overcome barriers 
of entering global markets.  
 
4. Competence building for SMEs in the BSR  
The programme has the aim of building competence of the SMEs participating in 
networks and of developing and spreading knowledge across the BSR on important 
themes for the development of competence of SMEs’ networks. This could include 
knowledge on how to facilitate and manage national and trans-national links 
between SMEs’ networks as leadership of such processes is vital to its 
sustainability. Competence will also be built as networks of SMEs will facilitate 
transnational knowledge flows on different aspects.  
 
Target group  
 
The target group in the scope of this programme will be networks comprising from at 
least 3 or more SMEs from at least 3 BSR countries that work together having a long 
term economic goal for market expansion, product creation, competence building, 
common research interests or similar mutual goals and interests.  
The initiatives of new transnational SMEs networks formation will also be 
encouraged by the programme. These alliances composed of cross-country 
partnership between SMEs from different BSR countries offering joint products and 
services are expected to form as a result of networks collaboration. Different types of 
SME networks could be emerged via such SME collaboration, for instance:  
- Transnational SME networks of networks from different countries; 
- Transnational SME networks comprising of networks from several countries and 
also single companies joining in from other countries; 
- Transnational theme-based or sector-based or competence SME networks 
comprising of companies from the different countries (not necessarily belonging to a 
national network) and etc. 
Partners in the network might be changing and the number of partners will be 
flexible. The main partners of the projects supported by the programme are SMEs’ 
networks. Partners should be eligible, able to contribute with project finance and 
work, based on practical solutions to fulfil the objectives of the programme.  
As associated partners could be countries outside the region. Participants from non-
BSR countries are welcome to participate in the collaboration projects but do not 
count in the minimum number of 3 countries from the BSR. 
 

Implementation 
 
The program shall select and offer support to those regional SME networks which 
have the best opportunities to grow and have clear ambitions for long term 
commitment for cooperation concerning commercialisation and internationalisation.  
 
The basic criteria/guidelines  for the evaluation of the projects supported by the 
programme: 

• at least 3 BSR countries participating in the project; 
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• participating networks should preferably comprise of at least 3 or more 
SMEs or networks composed of separate SMEs’ based on cross-country partnership 
making the preferred minimum number of participants 9 (at least 3 companies from 
minum 3 countries). However, networks from at least 3 countries which are 
organised in a different manner and might not fulfil the criteria of minimum number of 
3 companies per network, will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis. The valuation 
will be aligned to the overall goals and objectives of the BSR Stars programme and 
programme C focusing on transnational networks; 

• national networks participating in the projects  should be willing, able and 
ready (WAR principle 3– Annex 1) for international collaboration;  

• participating networks should be sustainable, have their mission in the 
market, not formed just for single project; 

• global demand (Large future market potentials); 
• potential to create added value by transnational cooperation in the BSR 

region; 
• promoting renewal (for example new types of consortia, cross-sectorial 

cooperation, new emerging niches, new business models and new applications); 
• long term sustainability (ecological, economical and social); 
• projects are in line with  the BSR Stars goals and concepts; 
• ability to have strong leadership, vision and international strategy and to 

cooperate transnational; 
• projects should be business-driven; 
• innovation & research milieus, cluster initiatives and SME networks should 

have national and regional legitimacy (should be part of national or regional 
scheme). 
 

Activity areas 
 
The content of the programme can be divided in two tracks, depending on the status 
of the network in the life- cycle and/or specific needs. These tracks will be                
1) Preparatory phase  and 2) Action phase .   
 
Preparatory phase:  The main objective in the preparatory phase is to prepare 
potential networks for collaboration and provide support actions to foster that 
process. Activities are mainly focused on matchmaking as participants are interested 
to explore possibilities in working within a transnational BSR network of SMEs. At 
this stage SMEs will get specific support to identify collaborative partners with the 
programme support. The network itself does not have to be established at this stage. 

                                                           
3
 WAR principle 

WAR principle will applied for evaluation of networks maturity. In the context of evaluating networks: 
Willing shall mean - does the networks in possession of necessary, ambitions, plans and attitudes in 
order to succeed, do the plans seem to be realistic; is the network willing to go abroad and 
understand own activities in a global perspective. 
Able shall mean if there are necessary competence and resources to be able to succeed. 
Ready shall mean that there is a realistic basis for success. There is a proven acceptance for the 
idea/product/service in the intended market.  
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The main goal is to assist SMEs to identify, form and join an SME network. 
Therefore, matchmaking activities and networking events are of great value at this 
stage. 
 
Action phase : Action phase is aimed at already operating networks where the 
programme intervention can support specific projects and processes the network 
wants to pursue and is aligned with the objectives of the programme. 
Exploring cooperative opportunities: Already established networks will get support to 
explore further opportunities and requirements for transnational commercial 
networking. Expert advice and consultancy can be provided with the aim of 
enhancing opportunities for already existing networks, focusing on renewal and 
seeking further commercial goals. The goal can vary depending on each case but 
the main objective will be to identify specific projects which network members are 
interested in participating in. This can be innovation and process support, designing 
and implementing new models on innovation, technological advice, product 
development, identifying weak links in the supply chain or whatever is considered 
important for growth and commercial value of the network.  
 
Leadership in SME networks is also an important task and is vital to its sustainability. 
Therefore, some accountable actor needs to take responsibility for leading and 
facilitating the operational network. Lack of leadership is considered one of the most 
common reasons networks fail and therefore the programme will offer support to 
leadership of functional SME networks eligible in the programme. The support could 
be offered for various leadership forms: network/project leader, network/project 
owner (if such it is), network/project facilitator and etc. The leadership factor will be 
assessed and implemented in every stage of the SME development. 
 
Following experiences from the BSR countries and best-practice methods, 
numerous activities have been identified which could be supplied and supported by 
the programme and can be found in the following table. The Toolbox-what does it 
take to make a network businesses work (preparatory and action phase).  
 
Partner search 
& networking 

Planning and 
analysis 

Business idea 
Innovation 

Process 
support 

Capacity 
development 

Financing 
opportunities 

Identification 
and analysis 
 

Business plans Pre-studies – 
project 
initiation 

Project 
coordinator 

Exchange of 
personel - 
mobility 
 

Assistance in 
innovation 
funding 

Partner 
searching 

Market 
research 

Business/ 
market 
development 

Consultancy 
support 

Study-trips Gateway to EU 
funding 

Workshops and 
brokerage 
events 

Need analysis Business 
intelligence  

Experts for hire Training and 
workshops 

 

Trust-building 
activities 

Feasibility 
studies 

Export 
activities 

Network of 
process 
leaders 

Capacity 
building for 
network leaders 

 

Short term 
business 
missions 

IPR issues R&D activities  Internship of 
employees 
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Important activities 2010-2011 
 

“FRAMEWORK” APPROACH (Policy, “General”): 
• Identification of different types of SME networks country by country; 
• “Kick-off” – Work-shop with representatives from these SME networks with the 
aim to lay the foundation for programme and action plan; 
• Prepare an action plan of the programme; 
• Matchmaking activities – starting in 2010. 
 
“BUSINESS” APPROACH (Practice, “Specific”): 
• Pilot projects identified first collaborative activities for collaborative networks; 
• Draft of call for  proposal based on experience of collaborative events; 
• Map access to different financing. 
 
Both approaches are executed in parallel, together forming the strategic approach, 
where: 
1. “Framework” approach is more “general” in gathering as many existing different 
types of SME networks as possible (“all”) creating the “critical mass” for broader 
SME interest and future growth of SME networks – like “volume criteria”. This 
approach is also the main platform for policy development from “broad common 
understanding”. 
 
2. “Business” approach is more “specific” showing by concrete examples (pilots) that 
(and how) it can work in practice, for other SMEs, not least those identified in 
“Framework” approach, to follow. “Business” approach is also the main platform for 
practical development of management, “tools”, financing, etc. from pilot experiences 
– like “functional criteria”. 
 
“Framework” approach and “Business” approach will together serve not only as the 
strategic basis for creating “volume” and “functionality” in practice, but also with the 
power to influence on future national and EU programmes for SME Networks and 
SME collaboration in BSR. 
 
Objectives and Expected Outcomes 
2020 Objectives 
 

Objective  Outcome  
Support formation and growth of business 
driven cooperation between different types of 
SME networks in the BSR  

Substantially increased number of 
transnational SME networks in the 
region (at least 100 new networks will 
have been established/strengthen in the 
region) 

Strengthen innovation capacity via transnational 
projects 

Number and nature of innovative 
projects/processes originated through 
BSR Stars 
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Expanded market share for SME networks 
outside the BSR  

Increased value of exported goods and 
services by different types of SME 
networks 

Network expansion and growth new jobs will be 
created and will increase attractiveness of the 
region 

 

Number of jobs created by target group 
and increasing FDI 

Faster commercialisation of knowledge and 
ideas and will turn into new products and 
services 
 

Portfolio of new products and services 
offered by SME networks. Innovative 
solutions, new business opportunities 
will help to increase market shares and 
exports and will conduct turnover growth 
of SME participating in networks 

 
2013 Platform for growth 
 

Objective  Outcome  
Promising and strong SME networks have 
been supported by the BSR SME network 
programme 

The programme has supported a number 
of collaborative projects of SME networks 
(20 different types of SME networks) 

BST Stars – SME networks has launched joint 
activities inside the BSR and outside the BSR 
market 

To have a portfolio of transnational  SME 
networks up and running (originating 
either from Call for proposals or open, 
interactive processes) 

New SME networks have been formed and 
new SME collaboration models have 
developed  

New international SME networks have 
been emerged (5 different types of SME 
networks) 

National and EU-programmes have been more 
harmonized in order to take full advantage of 
the potential for further growth of SME 
Networks and SMEs in BSR 

Influence have been made on 
development of additional financial 
instruments for SME networking activities 

 

2011 Piloting 
 

Objective  Outcome  
To have a common understanding of existing 
SME networks in the BSR (what type, in which 
areas/where/how many working there) and the 
status of linkages between them 

Agree on indicators of linkages  
Agree on approach for defining 
capabilities/complementarities 

To influence the development of national and 
EU-level programmes in coming programming 
period 

Assess the effectiveness of policy 
actions supporting the 5 transnational 
StarDust pilots 
 
Provide input to national and EU-level 
programme development processes  

To design mechanisms to strengthen Launch longer-term mobility schemes, 
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transnational linkages and facilitate new 
networks and ways of working across borders 

capacity building activities and  policy 
learning mechanisms 

To start the implementation of the BSR Stars 
programme 

Prepare an action plan of the 
programme C 

 

Implementation 
 

Financing SME networks 2010-2011 
 

Activity Budget (EUR) Financial sources: 
 

STARDUST EC EU 
SF 

National Other 

2010-2011  
Prove of concept and 
identification of SME 
networks  

1 850 000      

Mapping activities: 
identification of EU, 
national and regional 
schemes. Mapping 
different types of SME 
networks in defined 
priority sectors 

150 000  x    

Launch of pilot projects 
to prove concept 

300 000  x  x x 

Capacity/competence 
building activities 

400 000 x  x x  

Matchmaking and 
mobility initiatives, 
workshops 

500 000  x  x x 
( NCM?) 

Map existing financing 
& services offers 
provided (by Enterprise 
Europe Network, 
Eureka etc.) 

      

Designing for the future 
initiatives 

200 000  x  x  

Policy learning activities 100 000 x     
Programme 
management and 
reporting (SD) 

200 000 x   x x 

2012-2013  
Identified and formed 
different types of SME 
networks launching 

1 900 000      
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joint activities inside 
and outside the BSR 
market 
Mapping activities 200 000  x  x  
Matchmaking initiatives 500 000  x  x x (Nordic 

innovation 
council) 

Trainings for different 
types of SME networks 
facilitators  

200 000 x    x (Nordic 
innovation 
council) 

Designing for the future 
initiatives 

150 000  x    

Ensure continuation of 
already running projects  

300 000 x x   x 

Selection of the projects 200 000   x x x 
Influence of the future 
policies 

150 000  x    

Programme 
management and 
reporting (SD) 

200 000 x   x x 

       
2014-2020 
Transformation of 
SME networks into 
world class with a 
global 
competitiveness  

26 400 000      

Open call for new pilots 
(transnational 
cooperation inside the 
BSR)  

10 000 000  x x  x (private 
funds) 

Open call for new pilots 
(strengthen innovation 
capacity via 
transnational projects) 

5 000 000  x x  x (private 
funds) 

Open call for new pilots 
(for expansion of 
market share for 
different types of SME 
networks outside the 
BSR) 

10 000 000  x x  x (private 
funds) 

Ensure continuation of 
already running projects  

300 000  x   x 

Matchmaking and other 
collaboration events 

500 000      

Selection of the projects 200 000      
Designing for the future 200 000  x    
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initiatives 
Programme 
management and 
reporting (SD) 

200 000  x    

       
Total amount :  
2010-2020 

30 150 000      

 
 


