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Abstract 
Innovation is source of productivity, growth and differentiation and SMEs seem to have understood: 

there are commonly smaller firms on technological niches or commercial opportunities left by more 

established companies. However, the innovation capacity of SMEs is an essential aspect to the 

competitiveness and growth in Europe. 

In addition, many investments are operated by the public authorities and communities in higher 

education so that the territory can become more competitive. However, these investments take sense 

when knowledge and developed skills will remain in the region which formed them; and the France 

(Channel)-England area is not an exception to this rule. Moreover, one of the tracks considered to keep 

the most advanced skills is to strengthen adaptability to the innovation of small companies. Therefore, 

the innovation capacity of SMEs is one of the priority themes of the regional, national and European 

political agendas. Innovation has long been seen as the result of knowledge developed by scientists. 

Now, it is seen as resulting from a process. Nonetheless, any process can be measured to be master 

and effectively managed. That is why the aim of this study is to analyse the level of maturity of the 

SMEs in Normandy through a self-assement tool. It is a questionnaire that allows to: 

 Define the innovation profile of a company. 

 Identify its level of maturity. 

 Suggest some improvements. 

The survey consistuted of 20 SMEs in Normandy states that four major barriers to innovation are 

usually encountered: 

 Lack of funding. 

 Gaps in terms of development of cooperation networks. 

 Lack of tools of innovation. 

Lack of capitalization of knowledge and knowledge system.  
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1. Introduction 
Now day, innovation is a major issue in society. It is recognized as one of the best factors to promote 

development and growth of companies and the States. We can found it in any field of activity and for 

all decision-making levels. 

From a microeconomic point of view, all companies know that innovation is a condition to their 

sustainability. Indeed, innovation is source of productivity, growth and differentiation, and these 

characteristics are truer for SMEs. On the one hand, on technological niches or opportunities business 

neglected by well established companies, it is common to find small businesses because they identify 

an opportunity for their development. On the other hand, in France SMEs represent 97% of French 

companies and 48% of jobs. 

From a macroeconomic point of view, the innovative capacity of SMEs seems to be also a major 

element of competitiveness and growth in Europe [INTERREG IVC, 2014]. Even if it is true that 

companies are the principal stakeholders, it is important to specify that the public authorities are also 

implicated upstream of the innovation process. In fact, a lot of investments are realized by 

communities and public authorities in various sector with an impact on the economic development of 

the territories through the promotion of the competitiveness of companies and employment such as: 

 Research. 

 Professional training. 

 Provide incentives for the creation of enterprises. 

Nevertheless, to enable the territory to develop and be more competitive, it is necessary that 

developed skills and knowledge remain in the region which formed them; and the France (Channel)-

England area is not an exception to this rule. 

It seems that the Upper Normandy is mobilized by innovation. In fact during this project, we discovered 

that a lot of actions are carried to sustain companies and innovating approaches. For example, SEINARI 

is a regional agency for innovation and assists company for their creation or development. Another 

example is BPI France that supports innovative project thanks funding for their industrial and 

commercial launch. 

Moreover, various events are organized to promote innovative approaches. For example, the most 

innovative SMEs are highlighted during the innovation awards. SMEs with potential are supported to 

developed their business thank convention business like Normand’Innov Others events such as 

regional meeting for innovation are organized to awareness small and medium enterprise to the 

innovation.  

Now, the innovation capacity of SMEs is one of the priority themes of the regional, national and 

European political agendas. In this context, one of the aims of the European interregional cooperation 

program INTERREG IV is to sustain the economic development and centers of excellence thank the 

remaining of people with adequate skills and knowledge, and specifically to ensure the adaptability 

about innovation of SMEs. The goal of this study is to analyze innovation fitness of SMEs the Normandy 

area. 
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2. State of the art 

2.1 Innovation is a process. 
In the past, innovation was considered as the production and the marketing of specific knowledge 

developed by scientists. 

 

Figure 1 : Linear model of innovation. 

However, the sequential and linear approach usually used to manage innovation resulting of this 

perception highlighted few limits [FOREST et al, 1995]. In fact, importance granted to R&D is too 

excessive and this model neglects others forms of expertise that do not match with scientific research. 

The linear model assumes that innovation necessarily results from scientific research. Nevertheless, 

evolutionist theories of Joseph Schumpeter or Richard Nelson explained that innovation deployment 

is function of connections and interactions between the various interrelated stakeholders and factors 

allowing the knowledge and expertise development [ASIELOU, 2008]. So, we identify a lack of 

retroactivities and iteration. Sequences are executed one after the other without feedback, 

capitalization or learning system. Furthermore, competitive environment is evolving:  from a price-

based competition, companies are moving to a creativity-based competition. In this condition, 

innovation must be thought otherwise. That is why, even if the linear model is still sometimes used, 

new innovation models have been proposed to overcome all these lacks such as chain-link model 

[KLINE et ROSENBERG, 1986] commonly encountered in the literature. This model is based on the 

existence of feed-back loops between the different stages of innovation. Each step is neither organized 

in linear way nor organized in a hierarchic way because feed-backs are possible at any time. 

Research Development Production Marketing
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C :  central chain of innovation 

f : short feed-back loop 

F : important source of feed-back 

K-R : stock of knowledge or research 

D : technology-push link between new scientific knowledge and the innovation process 

S : support of research to gain information directly and by monitoring outside work. 

Figure 2 : Chain-link model 

Nowadays, innovation is mostly regarded as the transformation of an idea and knowledge into a new 

or improved marketable product or service, or a new way of doing [OCDE, 2005]. Also, an activity which 

allows to transform inputs into outputs is defined as a process [DAVID, 2004]. So, many specialists 

advise to consider innovation as a process. For example, Jean-Marc Xuereb defines innovation as “the 

set of activities implemented to transform an idea of new product in effective realization”. [XUEREB, 

1991]. 

2.2 Innovation is complex. 
The interaction between the large numbers of stakeholders and the need for a system of feedbacks 

are not the only features of the innovation process. In fact, many scientists explain that innovation is 

a process which evolves over time and can be separated into several stage: it is an evolutionary and 

iterative process. 

Innovation is also an ongoing and dynamic process: stakeholders constantly want to improve their 

products, processes, reasoning… by collecting and developing new knowledge to feed the process. 

Nonetheless, innovation is not a recurrent process and is hardly predictable; the reality remain to be 

built for each stage. 
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Finally, because of the complexity of entanglement of each stage of the process and the changing 

environment in which it operates, innovation is a process whose outcome is uncertain. This is even 

more true that the degree of innovation is high [ROMON and JASMEN-WALCH, 2010]. To compensate 

for this specificity, the establishment of human and financial resources is necessary. 

So, innovation is a risky, costly and time-consuming process [JOBBER, 1998] Nonetheless, it is a 

necessary process to develop companies and states. Due to all this characteristics, innovation is a 

special topic to deal with. 

2.3 Innovation should be measured. 
We explained that innovation is a process. Also, any process needs to be evaluated to be optimized 

and be better managed. Thus, it seems relevant to measure for a business its ability to innovate. In 

addition, evaluate his maturity level allows to better understand the phenomena linked to innovation, 

their impact on structures and ensure that the actions and the approaches taken within the structures 

are justified. 

However, we have also seen that due to the peculiarities attributed to innovation, this process should 

be treated in a specific way. It goes same for its assessment. 

We underline that although a large number of literary or experimental approaches are about measures 

for innovation, the term assessment seems more relevant. In fact, measure is to compare an unknown 

physical quantity with a quantity of the same kind taken as reference [ASIELOU, 2008] whereas assess 

is assign a value good or bad, better or worse to an event [JACOT, 1991]. 

In the literature, there are many tools to evaluate the performance of innovation: some are 

quantitative or qualitative. Some are focused on the financial or strategic aspects (cost of a project, 

amount of R & D, number of products less expenditure of 5 years...). And others identified the acquired 

advantages (control of key technologies, business impact...). There is therefore no absolute method to 

measure innovation, althought there are a number of diverse and varied tools that focus on particular 

aspects of the innovation process. Commonly, there are three methods for a firm to evaluate its 

performance of the innovation [ROMON, 2010]: 

 To evaluate the capabilities of innovation of an enterprise. 

 Evaluate the performance of future operating activities resulting from innovation projects. 

 Qualitatively estimating the gains from innovation projects. 

These modes of innovation performance evaluation depend on the selected indicators and the 

perimeters of assessment retained. The whole is summed up in the table below:  
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Evaluation mode Tools used Scope of assessment Observation 

Measure of capacity 
for innovation a 
company or an 
industry. 

Quantitative indicators. 
Evaluation ex-post but 
also guide for future 
action. 

Company. 

Company entity. 
Portfolio of innovation 
project. 

Activity sector. 
Indirect measurement 
of the performance of 
innovation. 

Data accessibility. 

Cannot be used to 
choose what 
innovation projects 
launch 

Measure the 
profitability of 
operation resulting 
from a project of 
innovation activity 

Quantitative 
indicators. 
Priori evaluation 

Innovation project: 
launch decision-
making, allocation of 
external funding 

Possible aggregation 
over a set of 
innovation projects 

The reliability of the 
evaluation depends on 
the reliability of the 
assumptions of 
exploitation 

Qualitative estimation 
of gains from 
innovation projects 

Qualitative indicators. 
Evaluation qualitative 
multi-criteria 
(heuristic-like 
reasoning). 
Assessment a priori 
but also experience 
feedback. 

Innovation project: 
decision-making of 
launch, feedback 

All of innovation in the 
context of a multi-
project management 
projects: arbitration, 
experience feedback 

Leaves a flexibility to 
the sponsor of the 
innovation project for 
strategic decision-
making 

Table 1 : Typology of methods of assessing the performance of innovation according to the indicators 

used. 

However, experience shows that the indicators typically used in dashboard may lack relevance. Indeed, 

the construction of a dashboard is not easy and the indicators frequently used to measure the 

innovation process are usually indicators that the company uses to measure their others processes. 

Extensive research indicated that assessment approaches commonly used to measure the more share 

of the process, are not part of the tools most appropriate to set the capacity for innovation of an 

enterprise. 

So far, the attempts made so far to establish a reliable correlation between the predictions of future 

innovation performance determined by the means of evaluations cited previously and the results 

actually achieved have not been proven; examples of errors of assessment are due to a lack of 

reliability to the level of the measures of the performance of innovation [JASMEN-WALCH et al., 2004]. 

Paradoxically, by carrying out a review of the literature, we found that very few studies focused on 

approaches for assessing the activities of innovation within enterprises [ADAMS et al., 2006]. That is 

why there is a recent craze of the organizations for the research of key factors of success of innovation. 

Each of these studies establish the necessity evaluating several aspects of the innovation management 

to have a complete vision of the process. We keep five principal components to describe the level of 

maturity of a firm in term of innovation [AIM PRACTISE, 2011]: 
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 The strategy: the company's ability to identify its strengths and weaknesses internal as well as 

the opportunities and threats of the environment in which it evolves, and then to formulate 

consistent with its vision and its mission plans. 

 Processes: ability of a company to initiate and develop innovation projects and then to 

implement them successfully. 

 Organization: ability of a company to have a culture of the Organization and to adopt good 

management practices. 

 Links: ability of a firm to develop its external networks and cooperate with external structures 

 Learning: ability of a company to identify, adapt and exploit internal knowledge or from its 

external environment. 

This means, that to be considered as innovative, a company must be attentive to its external 

environment, capable of capturing both value internally and externally, and it must be able to take 

strategic collegially and to lead. 

3. Methodology. 

3.1 Assessment protocol. 
As explained previously, our study aims to analyze the level of maturity of the SME in Normandy about 

innovation. To analyze the degree of maturity of business, the University of Exeter has developed a 

self-diagnostic tool that is based on the five data components previously: 

 Organization 

 Links 

 Learning 

 Process 

 Strategy 

This tool is based onto a self-assessment which allows to: 

 Define the innovation profile of a company. 

 Identify its level of maturity. 

 Suggest some improvements. 

 

It is a survey of 40 statements about the way in which the Treaty business issues related to innovation 

under its five components. For each statement, the interviewee expresses agreement or disagreement 

using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree): 

 Completely disagree 

 Rather disagree 

 Moderately disagree 

 Neither agree nor disagree 

 Moderately agree 

 Rather agree 

 Completely agree 

For each answer given, the interviewee also has the opportunity to justify its response. 
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To define the score of each axis (strategy, process, organization, links, and learning) and determine the 

innovation profile, we simply make the sum of the points awarded to the issues assigned to each 

category, divide the total by 8 then report scores on a radar diagram 5 axes. 

 

Figure 3 : Example of diagram to visualize profile innovation of an enterprise 

After making an analysis and a clear interpretation of the results, the features provided by this tool 

permit to know for each company: 

 Its vision of what is innovation. 

 Its strengths and weaknesses. 

 The methods and tools to eliminate weak points. 

3.2 Instrumentation. 
To collect data, the University of Exeter has developed a platform accessible from the internet. It brings 

together all of the surveys, information about interviewees and automatically generate reports 

synthesis if the questionnaire is completed. 

To learn how to control the software and evaluate its performance, the tool has been tested internally 

at the CESI with two of our managers of departments. After analysis, it was decided that it would be 

useful to develop a French platform which match with our needs. 

The test of the platform allowed us to determine the essential elements that should have for our future 

application: 

 Storage of the following data: 

o Information about the company (coordinates, markets, strategic vision...). 

o Coordinates of the interviewees. 

o Surveys carried out. 

 Data retrieval system. 

 Simple and intuitive. 

1
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Process

OrganizationLinks

Learning

Example of score Best score



10 
 

 Be in French. 

 Make the link between the survey completed and the interviewee. 

 Automatically establish synthesis reports in French. 

 Does not require internet connection. 

 Access to the list of companies interviewed with a minimum of information. 

 Access to the list of interviewees with their coordinates. 

 Possibility of extracting data to Excel. 

 Automatically calculate scores. 

To match all these criteria in the easiest and fastest way possible, it was decided to develop an 

application within Access. A user guide for this application was created. 

3.3 Canvassing system. 
To conduct this study, it was necessary to find the companies that may be interested in an analysis of 

their innovation process. So, a canvassing was essential. 

The first step was to reference potential SMEs to query to have a representation of the activity sector 

in Normandy. To achieve this referencing and to collect a maximum of information, we have used the 

following information sources: 

 The portal of innovative companies proposed by the regional agency of innovation SEINARI. 

 The company database of the CESI. 

 Directories of competitiveness clusters. 

 The site of SEO companies. 

A clear plan and specific goals enabled previously customized communication plan in order to achieve 

the campaign's canvassing. The idea was to associate the multiplication of channels with an impactful 

communication in order to be visible and gain credibility. To diversify the channels, various actions 

were conducted : 

 Participation in meetings 

o 17 November 2014 : Monday's companies 

o 19 November 2014 : Inauguration of the Cesi research platform 

o 24 November 2014 : Inauguration of the InnoventE association 

o 27 November 2014 : Innovation awards 

o 28 November 2014 : Regional innovation meetings 

o 5 December 2014 : SEINARI meeting 

o 29 January 2015 : Business convention Normand’Innov 

 Recommandation by induviduals. 

 Recommandation by clusters. 

o Meeting with NAE 

o Meeting with NWX 

o Meeting with SEINARI 

o Meeting with BPI France 

 Mailing 

 Use the personal professional network. 
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With regard to the system for communication, various media have been developed and adapted during 

the campaign to have a relevant and effective speech. The strategy was to adapt to each caller and 

target companies potentially interested by the assessment of their innovation process. The 

communications media used were: 

 A booklet to present the BENEFITS project and the study. 

 A flyer to explain the interest for an SME to measure its level of maturity. 

 An elevator pitch to have a simple speech fast and structured. 

 Messages for quick and comprehensive reading for the mailing 

Finally, 53 companies and 14 clusters have been asked to respond to this survey.  

4. Experimentation. 

4.1 Sampling methodology. 
The first step is to define the characteristics that will be used to select the type of business to survey. 

In our study, we investigate private enterprises between 1 and 250 employees located in Normandy. 

These SMEs should work in industry, computer or research sectors. Some companies which doesen’t 

work in these sectors of activity, but perceived as innovative in their field, may also be survey in order 

to identify their good practices. 

This study aims to identify behaviours of SMEs towards innovation and does not claim to statistical 

representativity of all the SMEs in Normandy. 

Moreover, innovation management requirements vary from one SME to another because it depends 

of the maturity, values, financial situation of the firm... and cannot be generalized to all of the 

companies. 

As a result, we can use a small panel. This is why we chose to make a convenience sampling. 

4.2 Methodology for collecting data. 
In an assessment of innovation process, we have shown that the collected data are qualitatives rather 

than quantitatives. Even if it is difficult to generalize the qualitative results collected across a 

population, if you want to be able to exploit the results, the qualitative data collection method should 

be as rigorous as quantative data collection method. To collect information about a company, we chose 

to use two methods commonly used in the field of industrial engineering: 

 The interview : process for scientific investigation which consists of a discussion between an 

interviewer and a interviewee to obtain information about a system. In this study, the 

discussion are directive and aim to collect all the information necessary to answer to a 

predetermined list of questions. 

 The survey : the goal is to complete a document previously established. The respondent must 

answer to a list of questions in order to collect accurate information. The survey is sended by 

mail. 

For each company interviewed, the best respondant identified is the president, the R&D director or 

the marketing director. In fact, it is essential that the interviewee knows the globla environment of the 

company and gets a good vision of the entire activity. Also, this personne should know the issues and 

objectives of the firm: its main challenges, its future prospects, its short and medium term needs... 
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4.3 Description of the panel. 
Our panel is constitued of 20 SMEs located in Normandy (Upper and Lower): 

 Arteko 

 Boué Moules et Plasturgie 

 Boust SN 

 Calip Group 

 CEVAA 

 Coach Autonomy 

 CPM Industries 

 Dynamease 

 Jacques Dubois 

 Margotte Tournicote 

 MB Proto 

 Normandie Thermolaquage 

 Novacel 

 Paradigm Agnostic 

 Ressorts Masselin 

 SERAPID 

 Sokrate 

 Tactys 

 V3D Concept 

 VirtuaSense 

10 of these SMEs are manufacturing companies that produce more or less complex objects. In addition, 

5 companies developing solutions computering or digital, 4 companies (delivery, council or technical 

study) and 1 SME specialised in creative hobbies. 

Regarding staffing, 12 SMEs have a total payroll less than 10 people, 5 SMEs have between 10 and 50 

employees and 3 SMEs employ more than 50 employees. 

About their market, 2 companies have a regional market, 12 companies have a national market, 1 

company has a European market and 5 SMEs have a international market. 

 

In focusing on the scores provided by each company, there are two trends stand out for the panel: 

En s’intéressant aux scores fournis par chaque entreprise, on constate que deux grandes tendances 

ressortent pour le panel : 

 Strategy is a strenght (for 65% of SMEs from this panel). 

 Leaning is a weakness (for 50% of SMEs from this panel). 

The realization of the innovation profile confirms this observation: 
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Figure 4 : General innovation profil of the panl consistued of 20 SMEs. 

5. Results. 

5.1 Strategy. 
We specified that the strategy is the ability of the firm to identify its strengths and weaknesses internal 

as well as the opportunities and threats of the environment in which it operates, then to formulate 

consistent with its vision and its mission plans. 

All interviewed SMEs are aware of the interest of innovation for their development: they know that 

innovation allows them to gain a competitive advantage and is therefore a source of competitive 

differentiation. Besides, three out of four SMEs know highlight their distinctive skills with clients, 

suppliers or any other external organizations. Difficulties on this aspect may be encountered when the 

activity of the SMEs is complex and external people have difficulties to understand this specificity. 

Regarding the strategic direction of the company, decisions are taken either by the president when the 

number of employees is less than 5, or by a top management commitment when the size of the 

company becomes larger. Almost all of the members of the top management commitment have a 

common vision on how the firm can be developed thanks innovation. There is exception for only one 

SME. In this company, innovation is not integrated into the culture of the society and the subject is 

only marginally addressed, as a consequence a difficulty harmonize the views of each member of the 

top management commitment. 

The survey states that 70% of the managers of SMEs support and foster innovation within their 

structure, which facilitates the realization of innovative projects in line with the company's strategy. 
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Figure 5 : Impact of the support of innovation on the consistency of projects with the company's strategy. 

Nonetheless, only 25% of SMEs encountered communicate clearly and formal this strategy to all of the 

staff. The innovation strategy may not be adequately disclosed: for 55% of the surveyed SMEs strategy 

remains confined to top management commitment and for 20%, it is informally communicated by oral. 
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Figure 6 : Communication of the strategy of the company within the structures 

This observation may be explained by the fact that 40% of SMEs of our panel have neither system of 

technological or commercial techniques nor forecasting tools to identify potential threats or 

opportunities. Only 35% of SMEs get all of these devices. Decisions made regarding the innovation 

strategy should be more structured and innovation objectives should be more explicit so that this 

strategy is sufficiently disseminated internally and known by all employees. 

To summarize, even if innovation is seen as a key point of business strategy, innovation policy is not 

clearly defined. It is often established informally from the point of view of the members of the 

management: only a few SMEs rely on forward-looking ways to understand the possibilities of 

development of the firm. Therefore, the innovation strategy is not enough communicated : we observe 

that all the staff don’t know the company’s strategy because it is often restricted to all the members 

of the top management. Nevertheless, even if this strategy is informalle, the top management 

commitment seeks to support and encourage innovation, therfore projects are in line with the 

strategy. 

5.2  Process. 
We specified that the process is the ability of a firm to initiate and develop innovation projects and 

then to implement them successfully. 

We observe a lack of formalism more important about the management process of innovation 

projects. In fact, only 35% of surveyed SMEs has a project management process and 65% of companies 

manage their projects thanks an empirical way. This lack of structuration generates risks for costs and 

deadlines of the projects: SMEs without clear management system of innovation projects fail to control 

costs and deadline. Moreover, we observe that the only SMEs able to achieve their innovation projects 

on time and within budget are those that have a project management process. 
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Figure 7 : Summary of results regarding the management of innovation projects 

Nevertheless, 40% of SMEs with project management process think that respect time and budget is 

not a success yardstick for an innovative project. These companies prefer to give more importance to 

the quality of the response to the client needs and encourage responsiveness to the changing needs 

of this customers. 

The ability to understand and meet the need of the client may seems to be perceived as a criterion of 

excellence. This hypothesis is reinforced by the fact that 85% of the surveyed SMEs believe that all the 

staff understands the client need. We notice that this observation is linked with the size of the 

company : more business is large (greater than 100 employees), more understanding of the client need 

is restricted to marketing and R & D departement. 

However, even if it does not allow to manage costs and deadlines, this informal management process 

generally used in SMEs, is important to facilitate reactivity of SMEs. Indeed, more than 90% of the 

companies surveyed are sufficient flexibility in their system for product development to allow small 

'fast track' projects. 

About system for choosing innovation projects , only 2 SMEs have a clear process. For more than two-

thirds of the companies, the decision to launch a project is taken by the top management commitment. 

So,all the departements are not implicated from the  beginning of the project and this approach may 

generate conflicts. 

To summarize, all the staff of SMEs seems to be sensitized to the needs of the customers, which allows 

to find new ideas for development. These projects are subject to the direction that selects those 

considered as necessary to launch. The selection is often made within a top management commitment 

and does not necessarily imply all the services involved in the upstream phases of the project 

(definition of objectives, development of the specifications, allocation of resources...). However, 

involvement from the beginning of all stakeholders is one of the factors that promote the respect of 

deadlines, budget and the specification. A second factor involved in the success of a project is its 

management. However, too few SMEs have a clear system to manage their projects which are usually 

done by an empirical way. Therefore, the main advantage of SMEs is their flexibility allowing them to 

realize quickly small projects and contribute to their development. 
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5.3  Organization. 
We explained that organization is the ability of a firm to have a culture of the organization and to adopt 

good management practices. 

After analyse the answers, it appears that employees do not feel their involvement limited and that 

they fully contribute to the development of the company. In fact, all the companies of our panel 

support intrapreneurship, and 75% of these SMEs feel that all the employees involved in the 

generation of new ideas. For the 25% others, the motivation of the collaborators is lost because of two 

brakes: 

 A lack communication 

 a long decision-making process which slowed the implementation of projects 

The majority of SMEs also appear to well identified these items as impediments to innovation because 

75% of the companies think they have a good communication within their organization and 90% have 

a structure that helps them to take decisions rapidely. This feature is linked with the size of the 

company: more the size of the company is large (greater than 50 employees) more it is difficult to 

circulate information causing difficulties at the level of communication and collaboration. 

Almost 90% of the companies of the panel say they have no reward or recognition system linked to 

innovation. Nonetheless, nearly 65% companies say their organization structure does not stifle 

innovation but helps it to happen. In these SMEs, the autonomy and accountability of the collaborators 

is privileged: it exists in these structures often few hierarchical levels and there is no silo mentality. 

To summarize, be able to mobilize all the staff of the company for a collective action about innovation 

is due to the company’s culture rather than its organization. Also, this culture is based on interpersonal 

trust : there is few hierarchy between people and everyone is strongly involved in its activity. 

The communication is generally informal (during coffee for example), which may explain the difficulty 

to have a good communication when the company grown (when the size is around 50 employees). We 

also underline that within the structures over 50 employees there is often rewards and recognition 

systems. 

5.4  Links. 
We explained that links is the ability of a firm to develop its external networks and cooperate with 

external structures. 

The most important cooperation seems to be collaboration between companies and theirs end-users. 

To propose solutions to the market, it essential to know the needs of its customers. For this reason, 

95% of the surveyed SMEs are able to identify the needs of their customers and end-users. The 

identification of the need of the market is generally possible through collaboration with customers to 

develop new concepts or by a working closely with end users to develop new products/services. The 

answers of the survey allow to say that society which work neither with its customers nor its users 

have difficulties in identifying the needs of the market and therefore have difficulty to propose new 

ideas. 
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Figure 8 : Relationship between collaboration with customers/users and the ability of SMEs to identify the 

needs of the market. 

For some SMEs, do not work with customers is a choice linked to the fear of leakage of information 

from competitors: there is a lack of confidence in these collaborative entities. 

The simplest collaboration to achieve is with a supplier. A privileged relationship with a supplier 

allows the company to be informed of the latest existing technologies and exchange innovative ideas. 

That is why, three quarters of SMEs working with a provider have a win/win relationship with him. 

The most part of SMEs encountered (55%) do not maintain relationship neither with the education 

system nor with universities or research laboratories. The mainly encountered brake is the divergence 

of time horizons: an SME must be chrono-competitive and the cycle of development of its concepts is 

consequently lower than the concepts developed in the laboratory. Only a quarter of SMEs in the panel 

works with the education system, mainly to acquire key skills. Regarding cooperation with universities 
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or research centres, 35% of the surveyed SMEs collaborate with this type of organization generally to 

obtain technical expertise. However, the additional collaboration with companies or organizations 

seems to be larger. Indeed, 90% of encountered SMEs collaborate with at least other companies or 

poles of competitiveness and 50% work even with these two types of partners. This interactions 

promote flexibility and reactivity of businesses because they allow to develop the apprenticeship 

system and to have a better knowledge of new technologies and the needs of the market. We note 

that the 10% of SMEs which do not create partnership with other companies or with clusters have also 

no contact with universities, research centres or educational systems. 

 

Figure 9 : Summary of the results regarding the cooperation of SMEs with external agencies 

To summarize, four types of motivation seem to encourage SMEs to cooperate with other external 

organizations: 

 Have a better understanding of the market and its evolution. 

 Develop new knowledge. 

 Discover new technologies 

 Get a technical expertise. 

According to the factor that motivates a SME will be able to collaborate with universities, research 

centres, suppliers, customers, clusters or other external oragnizations. However, collaboration is a 

potential for innovation where the interaction is often with the nearby environment (regardless of the 

scope of the target market). 

5.5  Learning. 
We explained that learning is is the ability of a firm to identify, adapt and exploit internal knowledge 

or from its external environment. 

Regarding absorption capacity, the ability of a company to absorb ideas and knowledge from outside, 

we see there is possibles improvments. In fact, only a quarter of SMEs in our panel control this 

subject (systematic comparison of products with competition, exchange of experience with external 

companies and learning from the mistakes of these companies) and in contrast, 15% of the surveyed 

SMEs are not interested by these points. For 60% of the SMEs, it appears that this companies seek to 

exhange experience to acquire new knowledge, particularly through the clusters. However, these 
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exchanges is insufficient because none of these SMEs are good at capturing what they have learned 

so that others in the organization can make them of it. 

Regarding the absorption capacity, i.e. the ability of a company to analyze, interpret and understand 

knowledge it develops, it would appear that the lack of formality mentioned previously is found also 

at this level. If we take the example of the capitalization of knowledge, 80% of surveyed SMEs say they 

capitalize their knowledge, however, barely 38% of these companies have implemented tools and 

methods to formalize this process of capitalization. As a result, only 25% of encountered companies 

actually lear from their mistake. This phenomenon can be explained by an insufficient return of 

experience at the en of projects for three quarters of SMEs in the panel. We can also highlight a lack 

of measurement tools to identify opportunities for improving the performance of the innovation 

management system. Indeed, only one company of our panel composed of 20 SMEs, uses measures 

tools to manage innovation. SMEs felt that indicators are not very useful and request too much time 

to set up compared to the benefits. 

Regarding the capacity to transfer knowledge, 45% of SMEs investing in training and 55% promote 

employees internally. It appears that learning is an individual approach encouraged and valued by 

companies rather than an approach directly set up by companies themself. 

To summarize, learning in SMEs is a weakness and should be improve. The feedback, the 

capitalizations, and transfers of knowledge are often informally and leaders would like to know the 

efficiency of their system in place. Paradoxically, the SMEs don’t use measurement to help identify 

where and when we can improve our innovation management. The recurrent reason of this 

observation is the lack of tools available for measuring this type of process and therefore too much 

time is consumms to set up this tools compared to the profits made.  
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6. Conclusion and perspectives. 
In a context of increasing globalization where the ‘hyper-offer’ always grows, innovation is increasingly 

seen as a lever-action for maintaining competitiveness, economic development and the maintenance 

of jobs, both for businesses and the territory. These issues are especially possible through the 

enhancement of adaptability to the innovation of small businesses. Therefore, this study proposes to 

analyse the innovation fitness of SMEs in Normandy. 

After analysis and interpretation of results, the survey of 20 SMEs in Normandy states that four major 

barriers to innovation are usually encountered: 

 Lack of funding. 

 Gaps in terms of development of cooperation networks. 

 Lack of tools of innovation. 

 Lack of capitalization of knowledge and knowledge system. 

Indeed, financial aid approach put in place to promote the development of SMEs are often poorly 

known. More than one in two questionned SME underlines a lack of financial resources. This lack of 

knowledge of existing financial aid approach may be in relation with the difficulties of SMEs to 

collaborate in open environment. 

Furetheremore, almost one in three SMEs has no indicator to measure performance of its innovation 

process. For the remaining one third, the indicator used is often refers to the turnover. 

Finally, we also observe that the formalization of existing processes is an often overlooked aspect, 

which generates difficulties to capitalize knowledge and makes more difficult the transfer of 

knowledge. However, this lack of formalism can be an advantage: communication is an important 

element which seems to be mastered. Indeed, there are no retention of information and people know 

who ask for helping in case of problems. 

The analysis of the results can also highlights the flexibility and reactivity of SMEs: they are able to 

identify and catch the opportunities that are available to them. Due to their small size, three quarters 

of surveyed SMEs say they can make decisions quickly and 85% can carry out fast projects. 

The study states that culture of SMEs is often based on interpersonal trust: there is not very much 

hierarchy between people and everyone is strongly involved in its activity. 

Avenues for further works of research: 

 The size of our panel of study does not allow to estimate if the innovation fitness of SMEs 

depends of the scope of its market, its payroll... It would be interesting to identify if specific 

characteristics affect the level of maturity. 

 The absence of tools of innovation within SMEs appears to be linked to the difficulty of defining 

simple and fast tools to implement and then to follow within these structures. They would be 

interesting to define what indicators are used to measure the ability to innovate for a SME. 

 It is the same for capitalization of knowledge systems. It would be interesting to identify 

systems, methods tools... allowing SMEs to capitalize quickly and easily their knowledge in 

order to avoid a loss or leakage of knowledge. 
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This feedback crossed with other projects will provide a better understanding of the environment in 

which SMEs evolve. This knowledge will provide an inventory of options for the proposal of future 

projects aimed at strengthening the competitiveness of SMEs.  
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