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focusing on collaboration between SMEs, and most of them
are focused on LC-SME interactions [11,12], leaving the
interesting field of SME-SME collaborations with little
evidence and without a clear consensus [11].
Some authors have applied the same theories to both
large and small firms but this is an incorrect approach
because it fails to consider the special characteristics of
SMEs and tends to produce outcomes and conclusions that
are not applicable to real firms [13,14]. Moreover, the results
of several studies demonstrating the advantages of
collaboration for SMEs have not been translated into a
massive adoption of these approaches. There are two main
problems in previous research concerning relationships
between SMEs: the lack of longitudinal studies [15,16] and
the abuse of cross-sectional studies assuming that interfirm
collaboration can be measured at any time and applying the
results from one sector to another, without considering
possible biases[11].
To overcome these problems and to obtain a holistic view
of the topic it is necessary a secondary analysis including
studies of SMEs from different regions, sectors, contexts and
periods of time. Therefore, the main objectives of this study
are: a) to perform a deep literature review of SMEs
collaboration in order to b) create a framework for a better
analysis of the field that must permit to c) present clear and
useful information about the reasons SMEs should adopt
collaborative approaches, the most common problems and
barriers they face and the factors influencing interfirm
collaboration effectiveness.
For this purpose, firstly it is necessary to understand the
particular context of SMEs and the current theories about
interfirm co-operation.

Abstract—This work presents the SME co-operation
framework, a model created to analyse the field of SME
collaboration and to understand how small businesses cooperate. The constructs of this study are based on previous
research on interfirm co-operation, which permits to crossvalidate results from different studies, combine their findings
and to create the framework to obtain a global idea of SME cooperation. The SME cooperation framework combines in a
unique model the three main dimensions involved in SME
cooperation (strategic, management and social) with the
internal and external factors influencing business
collaboration. Using the developed framework, the author
summarizes why SMEs should co-operate, the problems SMEs
face adopting collaborative approaches and the factors
influencing interfirm collaboration effectiveness. The findings
of this work provide some important implications for
managers concerned with adopting collaborative approaches.
From a managerial perspective, it shows that co-operation
between SMEs is a valid approach for improving their
performance as long as the success factors are considered,
which in turn, reduces the risk of alliance failure.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

Traditionally, SMEs have had to face challenges for their
survival with their limited resources and with little support
from governments. This unfavourable scenario gets worse in
uncertain economic periods like the current crisis because
they do not have access to capital markets and their sources
of external financing are much more limited than those of
large corporations (LC) [1]. In addition to these difficulties,
globalization of the markets and increasing international
competition force SMEs to search for new, innovative,
flexible and imaginative ways to survive [2,3,4].
One popular alternative for small firms is the adoption of
co-operative approaches with other organizations. From the
90s onwards, a considerable number of businesses in
different industries began entering into a variety of cooperative interfirm relationships to perform their business
activities [5]. This new method of business was accompanied
by a significant amount of research. Terms such as
networking, co-operation or alliances have been widely used
in literature [6,7,8,9] but, in spite of the results of some
studies like [10] indicating that SMEs prefer to collaborate
with other SMEs, there is a considerable lack of studies

II.

LITERATURE REVIEW

A. The context of SMEs
Define a SME is not an easy task. Its definition varies
among countries and has changed during time [17]. In this
study, the author adopts the European Commission (EC) one,
the most widely used in European literature and similar to
the American Small Business Administration (SBA)
definition. EC defines a SME as a private company with
fewer than 250 employees, with an annual turnover inferior
to €50 million and with an annual balance sheet total less
than €43 million [18].
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In the EU, SMEs represent 99 percent of non-financial
businesses and, in addition to their presence, play a key role
creating employment: about two-thirds of total employment
in the private sector; economic growth: contributing to more
than half of the total value-added created by businesses in the
EU [19], innovation and social integration. This influence is
not exclusive to the European context. Works like [17] or
[20] present similar figures for developing countries like
China, Hong Kong or Taiwan and [21] for the United States.
However, the turnover figures of the last EIM Annual Report
on SMEs show that small firms have lower profitability,
employee compensation, and labour productivity than large
enterprises [19].
Governments worldwide, aware of these problems, have
initiated a set of specific programs, frameworks and policies
to promote the collaboration of SMEs with other SMEs and
research organizations (ROs) [22]. These efforts for fostering
co-operation and innovation are similar to initiatives from
other countries described in works like [23], [24] or [25] and
are aligned with the results of several studies underlining the
crucial role played by the interaction of different
organizations in the innovation process [26,27]. Small firms
are not an exception and, as identified in [28] and [29], their
performance and innovation is improved when they
collaborate [30]. But, several studies demonstrated that, even
if there is evidence of mutual benefits, most participants are
reluctant to co-operate. This fact, together with the
conclusions of [8] and [31] suggesting that co-operation
leads to co-operation, encourage to study the reasons why
SMEs are not adopting these approaches, the advantages and
disadvantages of SME collaboration and the factors
influencing its effectiveness.

TABLE I.
Constructs
Reasons for SME
collaboration

Items
External/Internal
reasons. Learning,
innovation,
internationalisation,
reputation,
risksharing,
complementarities
and economies of
scale, saving costs,
increase
sales,
lobbying
power,
product quality and
increase flexibility.

Problems
and
barriers to SME
collaboration

External/Internal
barriers
to
collaborate.
Partners search and
selection, scarcity of
resources,
no
planning or strategy,
lack
of
skilles
personnel,
investment
required, lack of
mechanisms
to
evaluate the process,
huge competence of
big
corporations,
trust,
individual
behaviour and fear.
Five
phases
of
alliance
evolution
and success factors
of strategic alliances
in SMEs.
Factors that have
been classified in
strategic,
management
and
social categories.

Factors
influencing
the
effectiveness
of
interfirm
collaboration

B. Threedimensional analysis of interfirm cooperation
The literature about interfirm cooperation is plenty of
different, and sometimes contradictory, theories. This work,
taking as a starting point the results from studies such as
[11], [32] and [27], follows a theoretical triangulation
approach to analyse it.
In the past, two main theories were referenced about
firms and interfirm collaboration depending on whether the
companies were considered in terms of cost minimization or
explained as bundles of resources: the transaction-cost
theory [33] and the resource-based theory [34]. In the first,
the unit of analysis is the transaction, a transfer of goods or
services, and it is focused on analysing companies and
collaborations in terms of minimizing the transaction costs.
Consequently, this theory explains aspects such as the
governance structure, the strategic position or the type of
interfirm cooperation. Overall, it is focused on the external
efficiency of the firm and relies on formal agreements the
responsibility to ensure good practices between partners,
leaving trust as a secondary factor. Power, control and the
importance of imperfect information are the other aspects

CONSTRUCTS AND MEASURES
Authors
J.
Hagedoorn,2002;
Volery,
1995;
A.
Berry,1997; Masurel and
Janszen,
1998;
Hoffmann and Schlosser,
2001; Archibugi and
Iammarino, 2000; Diez,
2002; Fischer and Varga,
2002; Chung and Kim,
2003; Chesbrough, 2003;
Bullinger et al., 2004;
Yasuda, 2005; Oregan et
al., 2006; Fukugawa,
2006;
Haagedorn
and
J.Schakenraad,
1994;
Thomson,
2001;
Hoffmann and Schlosser,
2001; Narula, 2004;
Marti, 2009; Zeng et al.,
2010; Narula, 2004;
Mancinelli
and
Mazzanti, 2009; AragonSanchez and SánchezMarín,
2005;
;
Mancinelli
and
Mazzanti, 2009; Marti,
2009

Volery, 1995; Humphrey
and Schmitz, 1996;
Masurel and Janszen,
1998; Archibugi and
Iammarino,
2000;
Hoffmann and Schlosser,
2001;
Diez,
2002;
Fischer and Varga,
2002; Chung and Kim,
2003; Chesbrough, 2003;
Bullinger et al., 2004;
Yasuda, 2005; Oregan et
al., 2006; Fukugawa,
2006; Muscio, 2007;

covered by this theory. Similarly to the transaction-cost
theory, the strategic management theory focuses on profit
maximization, establishing measurable inputs and outputs to
firms/networks objectives.
On the other hand, the resource-based theory focuses on
the internal resources of the firm and understands enterprises
as heterogeneous, both with respect to their resources and to
their capabilities. The position of the SME depends on its
amount of these items, and as introduced in Porterian value
chain theory, the complementarity of resources should also
be considered for this evaluation.
More recently, the knowledge-based theory adds the
concept of knowledge as an asset or resource of firms and it
is under this concept that interfirm collaboration becomes
key because by co-operating with other entities, firms are
able to share and acquire new knowledge.
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Figure 1 SME co-operation framework

The framework also includes the factors influencing
business collaboration:
• Internal factors: This category includes variables
related with the profile of the SME. Variables like the
size (number of employees), age, sector, languages,
business activity, location, management style or profile
of the employees are just some internal factors that
should be considered when analysing SME collaboration
because they have an important influence when
interacting with other partners.
• External factors: This group includes factors external
to the SME. Basically are characteristics of the market
and the environment that could affect the collaboration
process in some moment. Size and trend of the market,
number of competitors, type of industry, governmental
regulations and the presence of private/public funding
organizations.

In addition to power, control, uncertainty and trust factors
considered in previous theories, it adds concepts like
personal relationships and friendships as a key to ensure
success in co-operation.
In the same way Johannisson’s social network theory
[35] emphasizes the role of personal relationships in these
collaborations. According to this theory, the important
factors are trust, friendship, commitment, shared values or
beliefs. It argues that, in social networks, formal contracts
are substituted by trust and commitment between
participants.
III.

The strategic dimension: Includes variables such as
network goals, business models, and metrics to monitor
performance, internal division of work, partners’
interests, market position and strategy for competition.
The management dimension: Includes the definition of
the governance structure and the decision making style,
the type of co-operation, the management location,
systems to ensure business autonomy and independence
and mechanisms to overcome internal problems.
The social dimension: Refers to communication
between partners, motivation, trust, culture, personal
relationships, organization values and partners’
commitment. This dimension includes mechanisms to
fight against the individual behaviour and the traditional
fear to collaborate of most SMEs as well as measures to
avoid disinterest during the relationships.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Individual theories like the ones presented in previous
section are helpful to understand different perspectives of
interfirm collaboration, but it is by combing them that is
possible to have a holistic view of this topic, and therefore,
to be able to carry out a complete analysis of this type of
relationship. In order to analyse the literature, compare
different studies and put together conclusions of different
authors systematically, the author developed the SMEs cooperation framework (see Figure 1) which has been used to
extract relevant conclusions of different aspects of SME
collaboration and to deploy an exploratory and qualitative
approach of previous studies to cross-validate their results
and combine their findings. The application of the
framework on constructs and measures of previous studies
presented in Table 1 helped to identify important aspects of
SME collaboration and to group results, conclusions and
contributions from several studies in a unique work (see
Tables II, III and IV).

The combination of these three dimensions with the
internal and external factors influencing business
collaboration resulted in the model presented in Figure 1.
During the following section the author presents the results
of applying this framework in order to analyse why SMEs
should co-operate, the problems SMEs face adopting
collaborative approaches and the factors influencing its
effectiveness.
IV.

RESULTS

A. Advantages of SME collaboration and how it can lead
to improved performance and increased productivity
The advantages of collaborative approaches have been
widely covered in the literature. For example, in 1994 Kanter
argued that a good way to achieve competitive advantage
was developing collaborative relationships based on open
systems and sharing of information [36]. Some authors have
followed this initial concept, emphasizing the relationship
between co-operation and innovation [30,37,38]. In the case
of SMEs, this becomes more relevant due to their need to
complement their internal knowledge with external sources

A. The SMEs co-operation framework
The SMEs co-operation framework is the result of
combining the above-mentioned theories in a single model.
Therefore, it complements their findings, supplements their
weaknesses and groups similar approaches into the following
three dimensions that should be considered when analysing
collaboration:
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[17,39,40] and their difficulties in establishing successful
partnerships. Reinforcing these ideas, some researchers
affirm that success of SMEs against larger competitors may
be determined by their ability to utilize external networks
efficiently and create useful alliances [41,42] or that
competitiveness may, in fact, be determined more by its
external network than its size [9,43, 44].
These studies show the importance of co-operation for
SMEs and its relationship with innovation and success and
help to understand why for decades governments and public
organizations have been creating mechanisms to promote it.
Although the relationship between innovation and cooperation is an important reason, it is not the only one. There
are plenty of examples in the literature of studies analysing
the reasons and benefits of small firms adopting co-operative
approaches [6,15,46,47]. Each study comes to different
results, but some common conclusions can be easily
identified.
Assuming and understanding co-operation as a strategic
option for SMEs to complement or change their businesses
models, the author suggests that those should be grouped
into: external (industry environment) and internal (the firm).
The first group includes reasons related to position in the
market, response to external threats, internationalization and
relationship with competitors, customers or suppliers, while
the second group embodies elements related to the internal
mechanism of the firm: goals, values, resources and
capabilities, structure, etc.
Bearing in mind that the main goal of any private
company is to survive and, in most cases, to grow, Table II
presents the relevant reasons why SMEs should consider
adopting collaborative approaches.

TABLE II.

REASONS FOR SME COLLABORATION

Internal reasons for SME collaboration
Learning and sharing experience. There is a strong relationship
between SMEs’ innovation and the collaboration-learningcollaboration cycle.
Innovation. Firms increasingly rely on external sources of innovation
by emphasizing the sharing of ideas, knowledge, resources and
individuals.
Find complementarities. Sometimes related to economies of scale,
collaboration permits SMEs to complement their resources, including
R&D, production, marketing or management capabilities. Some studies
conclude that collaborations with complementary partners achieve
better results in terms of performance and innovation.
Saving costs by sharing resources (e.g: space, transport, etc). Sharing
of resources results in a reduction of individual costs.
Increase sales. Some types of collaboration permit to achieve a better
selling position and/or enter to new markets, which results in more
sales for its participants.
Gain buying power. If some firms act together, normally they increase
the buying power to its suppliers, permitting them to obtain better
deals.
External communication. Working with alliances leads to improved
branding and communication power.
Improve investments. Being part of an alliance increases the
investment capacity of an individual firm.
Access to big projects and funding. Collaborating with other
organisations, it is possible to access to bigger projects and to obtain
funding from the large number of research funding programmes which
exists.
Lobbying power. Acting together, companies can increase their
negotiating and political power and influence governments and their
decisions.
Increase product quality. Collaborating with partners with better
know-how of some phase of product development can influence
positively on the quality.
Increase flexibility. Outsourcing and collaboration with other firms
permit SMEs to reduce investments in internal tasks and be more
flexible to market demands. In addition, if one partnership does not
work properly,
it is easier to change it for another one.
Improve competitiveness. SMEs can improve their competitiveness
by providing access to external resources.
Performance. Collaboration represents a vital source of knowledge for
most SMEs which affects the quality of their human capital and the
firm’s performance.
Keep business autonomy. Co-operation is a promising strategic option
for SMEs, which traditionally want to keep their business autonomy.
External reasons for SME collaboration
Internationalisation Strategic alliances permit SMEs to access to
international markets, selecting partners in terms of quality of
services/products provided, independently of their location.
Overcome uncertain economic periods. As a response to insecurity to
develop/adapt new technologies networks represent an alternative to
complement their own capacity, reducing the barriers to develop or
adapt new technologies and and/or technological changes.
New businesses opportunities. From a strategic perspective,
collaboration opens up the possibility of creating new business models
or joining developments in collaboration with other partners whihc
would otherwise have been impossible.
Reputation.
Better position to face the fast-changing and increasingly competitive
global market.
Risk sharing. Non-internal activities are an easily reversible form of
investment. Sharing the risks of activities that are beyond the scope or
capabilities of a single firm is a smart approach to explore new ideas
and markets.

B. Problems and barriers to SME collaboration
The research performed in this work also permitted to
identify a set of problems and barriers that SMEs face in
order to collaborate. Although some authors refer to these
factors as disadvantages of collaboration, the author suggests
that they arise from inappropriate type of behaviour and/or
incorrect formalization of the collaborative initiative, rather
than the concept itself. For example, it has been argued that
co-operating with firms with shared interests and know-how
increases the risks of opportunistic behaviour and
overlapping [48]. For the author, more than a disadvantage,
this is consequence of a bad partner selection, one of the
main problems they face in collaboration, and encourages
keeping studying why, in spite of the advantages described in
previous sections; collaboration is not common among
SMEs.
Similarly to the previous analysis of the advantages of
SMEs collaboration, it is also possible to group the barriers
into internal and external (Table III). Within the first group,
the most important factor is lack of resources, for example
time, employees or capital. This forces SMEs to focus on
their daily activities, affecting other aspects like finding
appropriate partners, devising new business opportunities or
Internal and external reasons for SME collaboration
investing in co-operation formation and maintenance.
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As external factors, the poor efficiency of previous cases
and the lack of objective mechanisms to evaluate their
performance decrease their confidence in collaboration.
Coordination mechanisms and power conflicts are other
barriers to collaboration, closely related to the difficulties
resulting from personal relationships and trust.
In addition to the barriers of collaboration, it is also
necessary to identify the factors SMEs should consider in
order to ensure its success. The next section identifies some
of these factors and demonstrates how a good knowledge of
them can improve the effectiveness of interfirm co-operation.

TABLE III.

Internal problems and barriers
Partners search and selection. Lack of time for partner search and
problems to find appropriate partners.
Lack of strategic diagnosis. Acquiring a collaborative approach should
be part of the cultural and strategic domains of the company and
normally SMEs do not investigate alternative businesses due their lack
of time.
Scarcity of resources. Traditionally SMEs have little to offer.
Bad co-operation planning. Most SMEs’ decisions are made by the
owners, without a clear strategic plan. It is important to have a clear idea
about the co-operation objectives and the type of co-operation before the
beginning.
Individual behaviour and fear. SMEs’ propensity to co-operate is
significantly less than that of large companies because they are more
reluctant to share internal know-how.
Disinterest in co-operation. The lack of knowledge about specific
success factors of alliances is one of the main reasons why SMEs do not
develop co-operative approaches.
Lack of skilled personnel. The lack of skilled personnel (IT, managers,
etc) hinder the implementation of collaborative approaches.
Inability to devise new business opportunities. Due to lack of time
and know-how, a lot of SMEs lose the opportunity to create new
business, enter new markets or create new products in collaboration with
other SMEs.
Investment. SMEs with limited resources are not willing to invest in cooperation projects with unclear outcomes and benefits.
External problems and barriers
Poor efficiency. Some studies show poor results of co-operation and a
failure rate of around 50 percent.
Lack of efficient mechanisms to evaluate co-operation. There is no
consensus about how to evaluate the performance of a co-operation.
Competence of big corporations. Normally larger firms have more to
offer and therefore have more possibilities to form alliances than SMEs.
Organisation difficulties. Alliances are difficult and costly to manage,
as it is necessary to invest in specific monitoring and management
resources.
Trust, commitment and compromise. Lack of mechanisms to
overcome trust, credibility and compromise problems related with winwin co-operation.

C. Factors influencing the effectiveness of interfirm coperation
Despite the amount of research about SME collaboration,
there is no comprehensive theory of factors influencing cooperation success. Several reasons hinder this task. Firstly,
each type of collaboration is different and it is therefore
necessary to study each case specifically. Secondly, the
intrinsic characteristics of the partners have a direct impact
on the process and finally, as identified in [7], collaboration
between SMEs follows different phases and each phase is
influenced by different factors depending on specific
conditions of the environment or time.
Following the same approach used before, the threedimensional framework has been used to determine the
factors influencing the effectiveness of interfirm cooperation. Analysing the strategic, management and social
dimensions separately permits to identify the factors,
summarized in Table IV more easily.
Although the number of factors identified in the social
dimension is lower than the other two dimensions, it is
necessary to remark that its influence on the others and on
the whole co-operation process is very important. Usually an
appropriate social capital increases the efficiency of
information diffusion between partners and trust substitutes
the cost of monitoring, decreasing transaction costs and
increasing the efficiency of the collaboration [27].
Finally, external factors such as the technological or
market conditions of the industry have an influence on the
co-operation process and partners should be aware of them
before and during the process.
V.

PROBLEMS AND BARRIERS OF SME COLLABORATION

useless conclusions and summarize in a unique work
important findings from previous studies about SME
collaboration. It has been useful to analyse the interfirm
collaboration field from different perspectives as it provides
a holistic view of the topic and complements the few studies
which exists on SME-SME collaboration. The multi-method
approach adopted to cross validate the findings from several
studies permitted to understand the characteristics of SME
collaboration and save time not re-inventing the wheel.
Finally, the results of this work, presenting in a clear and
practical way the advantages of SME collaboration, the
barriers SME face in adopting collaborative approaches and
the factors influencing its efficiency, represent a complete
approach to the topic and provide a guide for managers
thinking in adopting collaborative approaches. The results of
the work show that co-operation between SMEs present a
large number of advantages for the participants as long as the
success factors are considered and included in a planned
strategy. Having a clear prior idea about what is expected
reduces the risk of failure and facilitates its governance.
As mentioned before, the author believes that most of the
problems SME face during collaboration are consequence of

CONCLUSIONS

By using the SME co-operation framework, and on the
basis of the findings from the extensive literature review, the
author explored the advantages, disadvantages and barriers to
co-operation that SMEs face and the factors influencing its
effectiveness.
Although no primary research has been performed during
this work, some contributions to the study of SME
collaboration have been achieved. First, the developed
framework groups the essential aspects and factors identified
in the literature to be considered when analysing the topic
and it provides a useful tool for future researchers studying
the topic. Second, the use of the framework permitted to
extract relevant information from previous studies, discard
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bad habits and decisions in the design and maintenance of it
but that an accurate understanding of the process can
minimize them. In that sense, classifying the reasons and
barriers to collaborate into external and internal categories
facilitates its understanding and permits to address specific
actions depending on the context. Similarly, the
classification of the factors influencing the effectiveness of
interfirm co-operation into strategic, management and social
categories permits to design measures to ensure its
implementation across the different management structures
of an alliance.
In addition, and in keeping with the findings of [10] or
[27], this study revealed that social factors are crucial to
ensure collaboration success and part of the strategy of
SMEs. It is necessary for the participants to have a clear
understanding of why they want to co-operate and which
results they expect before starting collaboration. This process
requires a favourable attitude and an analysis of the
individual characteristics of the participants in order to find
complementarities and synergies while avoiding conflicts.
Moreover, the nature of the partners and people involved
is an important social factor. It is well-known that
complementarity of resources and skills facilitates success
but having compatible and similar cultures is also important.
Despite the results included in this work were extracted
from studies performing surveys to real SMEs, the author is
currently working on an empirical survey to SMEs to add
primary research, corroborate the findings and give
continuity of this work. In the meanwhile, future studies on
SME collaboration can take advantage of the framework
developed and improve their research on this topic. Many
variables influence interfirm cooperation and specific
analysis tools are necessary in order to understand it. The
developed framework is one of these tools because facilitates
systematic study of the topic, analysing different dimensions
and factors involved separately.
TABLE IV.

individual core competences are protected and that only the desired
expertise and know-how is transferred between members.
ICT management tools. Use of ICT tools in order to manage cooperation and share information among participants.
Planning. In order to achieve goals, it is necessary to create a plan
specifying tasks and milestones. Establish easy tasks in the beginning
helps to achieve them fast and convince sceptics.
Continuous monitoring. It is necessary to implement systems and
mechanisms to continuously monitor cooperation, otherwise partners
can be distracted and perform below their capabilities.
Social factors
Culture. Having a common organisational culture and a shared “view of
the world” facilitates co-operation success.
Integrative spirit. Promoting the integrative spirit among the cooperation members, emphasising the potential benefits of working
together.
Access to external support. Support from external experts is beneficial
to most of SMEs.
Learning capacity. Include participants with a desire to learn and
exchange knowledge.
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