Title of the suggested Action: 

Strategic Innovation 

Subtitle:

Facilitating the development of an innovation strategy in SMEs: cheap, fast and effective.

Description of the Action:

The pilot-project Strategic Innovation has the objective to introduce a system that would allow large numbers of SMEs to participate in order to make steps forward to improve their innovation capacities. It is important for catching-up countries to increase the number of innovative firms. Up-grading existing firms by stimulating and coaching them in developing a strategic approach to innovation, is a very effective and efficient way to increase the share of innovative firms.

The approach is as follows: a consultant organises strategic sessions, facilitates the management team of an SME to make an assessment of the current and future situation and to (re-)develop their business strategy: put priorities, make choices and implement these choices. As such, a large number of individual SMEs are facilitated at micro level. 

The methodology of Strategic Innovation is a 4 step intervention + the implementation phase in companies that is facilitated by carefully selected and trained consultants:

1. Intake interview with director/top management - main goals are:

· To collect details on the company,

· Explanation of the procedures and planning the process,

· Getting acquainted with the context (external),

· Getting acquainted with products, markets, turnover… (internal) (build Product/Customer matrix),

· Choosing a focus;

2. Innovation Scan with management team individually - goal is evaluation of the starting situation as experienced by the different participants of the team. Tools to be used: Connectivity model; Survey;

3. Strategic session 1 with management team in group: Scan results; Building SWOT Matrix; Scoring SWOT Matrix. Goals of this step are:

· Shared insight in the environment,

· Building a SWOT matrix,

· Filling the SWOT matrix,

· Formulation of preliminary conclusions.

Tools to be used:

· Toolbox: poster, questions, post-its,

· Matrix;

4. Strategic session 2 with management team in group: Formulating conclusions; Stipulating actions; Satisfaction survey. Goals of this step are:

· Formulation of conclusions

· Reaching agreement on the conclusions

· Formulation of actions (budget, persons, timing, …)

Tools to be used:

· Deliverable 6 (intake, scan and SWOT matrix),

· Format plan for action.

Key success factors for the pilot-project Strategic Innovation are:

· Selection of the consultants;

· Training of the consultants;

· Monitoring of process & content;

· Close follow up and quality management';

· Involvement of local stakeholders such as chambers of commerce, employers’ organizations, innovation relay centres etc.

· In times of crisis SMEs are to a far lower extent willing to devote time and resources to strategy making. In those times SMEs go into a ‘survival mode’ and only worry about short time actions;

· Involvement of triple helix partners and guarantee that for each of them there are win- wins in participating in such projects;

· Large scale approach and big programs: striving to involve large numbers of individual companies in a large project delivers some scale advantages in communication strategies etc;

· These kinds of programmes should be cheap for companies to participate in.

The philosophy of the program is that in order to help a region to make important steps forward, WBC have to involve large numbers of existing individual SMEs that each makes their own improvements at micro level. The project and the actions that have to be implemented in the companies result in improvements in the way they manage their business and the way they operate in the market.

Preparation activities during 2012 include: development of more detailed proposals and possible adaptation and implementation plans. This also includes proposing mechanisms to select and train consultants, and to select SME participants. A training workshop (early 2013) where experience and lessons from good-practice cases (e.g. by Raf Sluismans and/or one of the experienced consultants and his clients) are discussed with the proposed actors in this pilot project.

References to running activities, lessons learnt from other regions, etc.:

Raf Sluismans, UNU-MERIT (Maastricht University), Keizer Karelplein 19, 6211 EV Maastricht, The Netherlands; r.sluismans@maastrichtuniversity.nl 

Raf Sluismans, KIZOK (Hasselt University), Universitaire Campus, Gebouw D, Agoralaan 1, 3590 Diepenbeek, Belgium; raf.sluismans@uhasselt.be; Phone: +32478304648 

Actors to be involved in the implementation and their roles:

· RCC - coordination of the pilot-project Strategic Innovation;

· WBC Innovation Fund - implementation of the pilot-project Strategic Innovation ;

· R&D organizations and experts from the WBC; 

· Existing intermediate organizations providing innovation services and private consultancy companies.

Expected impact: 
The pilot-project Strategic Innovation is aimed to facilitate management teams to (re-)develop their business strategy:

· put priorities, 

· make choices and 

· implement these choices.  

At macro-level the scheme is expected to have an impact on the competitiveness of the business sector due to catching-up dynamics at existing firms.
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