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Summary

In the current state of ever-changing political, eco-
nomic, technological and social conditions, compa-
nies are more and more confronted with the impera-
tive of adjusting their own business strategies to the
altered circumstances. The knowledge a company
needs, the technologies it utilises, and consequently
its manufactured products and services tend to spe-
cialise increasingly. As a result, the joining of forces
of complementary companies and institutions (like
institutions of research or education with service
providers) is of growing importance. The co-opera-
tion of companies acting collectively in networks
represents an answer to the actual challenges of
global competition. The collective and goal-oriented
co-operation of different actors of the value-added
chain allows for innovations with great value-cre-
ation potential to be generated faster and more effi-
ciently, therefore bringing regional advantages to
bear.

Nevertheless, solely concentrating upon a
national market in economic, technological or
research matters is simply not enough anymore –
both for companies and for networks. Networks have
to co-operate ignoring regional and national bound-
aries, develop their own strategies for internationali-
sation, and pursue these strategies persistently to
keep and expand their share on the market as globali-
sation progresses. 

Since internationalisation of networks and co-
operation is regarded an important subject on the
agenda of innovation policy, currently a lot of meas-
ures for the support of networks are being discussed
and implemented in this context. Still, the position of
networks themselves concerning this topic has not
been examined sufficiently. Only if the current situa-
tion, specific needs, and goals of this target group are
well understood, appropriate political measures can
be designed and realised effectively. For this empiri-
cal study altogether 91 networks from 10 European
countries have been interviewed, for the most part
represented by their network managers, to improve
the understanding of needs, strategies, enablers, and
barriers of networks concerning their actual or
intended paths towards globalisation. 

For a lot of networks their reasons for going inter-
national can primarily be attributed to its expected
contribution to keep the lead in technological devel-
opment and to strengthen their own position on mar-
kets worldwide. Furthermore, the expectation to
improve the access to identified target markets, to
more easily and efficiently take advantage of the 
co-operation is a common motive. In case a network
lacks some important competences internally, the
primary objective of taking part in international 
co-operation is to obtain the missing know-how on
usability or technology. This becomes especially
important if networks are active in areas with broad
technological character.

Although all interviewed networks express their
motivation to adjust to an international orientation
and engage in transnational co-operations in the
future, just 10% of them could specify concrete strate-
gies and plans on how to realise their internationali-
sation efforts in practice. The majority of the net-
works interviewed had – if at all - vague ideas by
which means the network and its members could
adjust to a more international focus (altogether
nearly 75% of the questioned networks).

One of the greatest barriers to international co-
operations is the prevalent lack of mutual trust
between business partners. In addition, quite often
rivalling companies are part of the networks willing
to engage, making co-operations harder or possibly
leading to conflicting interests – at least in the begin-
ning.

The lack of time and resources or financial
aspects were other reasons often mentioned as barri-
ers. Hence, it is to be concluded that e.g. by external
funding alone just a small contribution can be made
by externals to abolish barriers of this type. Other
obstructions identified like a lack in specification of
co-operation projects, spatial distance and language
barriers are just minor factors with each being named
in less than 10% of the cases.

Results of the survey show the persistent great
demand to adjust to an international orientation.
But it will also become clear that conventional sup-
porting instruments of grant policy cannot meet the 
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real needs of networks because the specific problems,
requirements and measures applied are not taken
into account. Customised supporting measures and
tools have to be realised to provide support both
more effective and more efficient for networks and
their members on their paths towards internationali-
sation.
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Introduction

From the 1980s onward, companies worldwide saw
themselves confronted with the necessity of adapting
both their business strategies and their value-creation
to the changed conditions of a shifting political, eco-
nomic, technological and social framework, so they
could keep and improve their competitiveness in order
to ensure their turnover and profit. One promising
method to realise this goal is a more international 
orientation 1 of economic subjects.

Yet the old – and very successful – strategy of
export, which was almost exclusively concentrated
upon by a major part of companies acting on the inter-
national economic stage, will not be enough to keep
up with, and react appropriately to the altered terms
anymore. Internationalisation respectively interna-
tionalisation efforts rather have to be regarded as a
dynamic process which is being affected by a large
number of measures from the sector of economic pol-
icy. Amongst others the scope of activities can imply,
depending on the aim [sales market, expense, profit,
research or resource dominating]:

3 Expansion of the company's export business,
representing the easiest and quickest possibility
of entry onto the international market

3 Reduction of vertical range of manufacturing and
increased import of (primary) products, compo-
nents and services in the context of a globally ori-
ented supply-management 2

3 Increase the outsourcing of elements of the value-
creation process to company-owned respectively
co-operating foreign companies

3 Grant licences to foreign companies: not to put
own products, technologies, patents respectively
trademarks on the international market themsel-
ves, but transfer them to partners for royalties.

3 Participate in foreign companies by forming joint
ventures 

3 Take over or establish production facilities in
foreign countries to ensure that advantage of the
economic potential of the companies’ know-how
is taken of exhaustively and on the other hand to
achieve an ideal adjustment of own production to
the local markets by faster product adaptation,
quicker reaction to changes in demands, etc.

3 Collective transnational R&D activities and co-
operations

In the course of globalisation and the consequential
overcoming of national boundaries, furthermore also
as an effect of the eventual stagnation of domestic
markets, the previous internationalisation of business
partners and clients as well as the entry of foreign
companies and corporations onto the domestic mar-
ket, companies of all sizes are forced to compete on
an international level in order to stay competitive and
fit for the future on converging markets.

Still there are great differences in the stages of
development in the context of internationalisation
depending upon the size of the companies: large
enterprises have advanced much more in this sector
compared to medium-sized businesses. While only
approximately 35% of European small enterprises are
internationalised, approximately 60% 3 of medium-
sized enterprises are (at 30% the most common form is
contact to foreign suppliers, the second being export
at 18%, while just 3% of European SMEs have foreign
subsidiaries). 

Reasons for small and medium-sized enterprises’
(SMEs) internationalisation deficits compared to large
enterprises are to be found in the following shortages
characteristic for SMEs:

1 Remark: Further information on forced internationalisation of SMEs:
1. European Commission/European Network for SME Research ENSR: Internationalisierung von KMU, Beobachtungsnetz der europäischen KMU, 

2003, Nr.3
2. European Commission/European Network for SMEs Research ENSR: KMU und Kooperation, Beobachtungsnetz der europäischen KMU, 2003, Nr.5
3. Dieter Ahlert, Josef Hesse, Phillip Kruse (Publishers): Internationale Markenführung in Dienstleistungsnetzwerken – Internationalisierung 

von KMU: Bericht zum ersten Projektabschnitt des Teilprojektes „Schäper“
2 See Kühlmann, Torsten (Research association Transnationale Netzwerke) 
3 Source: ENSR Enterprise Survey 2003 
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3 Lack of equity capital

3 Problems raising credits for international 
activities

3 Absence of employees with international 
experience

3 Deficit of information on foreign markets

3 Poorly developed corporate planning

3 Willingness to keep corporate independency 4

These restrictions make it hard for a lot of SMEs to
increase their involvement in internationalisation
and to adapt forms of internationalisation other than
the expansion of their corporate export strategy. 

One possible conclusion would be for different
economic subjects to collectively act as part of inter-
corporate networks and to consequently push for-
ward collective internationalisation ambitions.
Therefore it is to be analysed how European networks
support their member enterprises’ internationalisa-
tion, which strategies are chosen, in which way net-
work managers influence internationalisation
efforts, and finally it is to be analysed which barriers
exist for the internationalisation of companies.

Networks as Instruments of 
Internationalisation

Experience has taught that international co-opera-
tions between companies can be encouraged if the
involved companies are part of a network and the
networks’ managers take active steps to support their
members in the context of a more internationally ori-
entated perspective. Most of all this concerns regional
networks which utilise local advantages provided by
the surrounding metropolitan areas to a varying
extent. These advantages agglomerations hold can be
either sectoral effects in the wake of horizontal or ver-
tical cross linking of companies or simply the infra-
structure a region provides 5 .

There are numerous examples which show that the
consequent orientation of regional networks (e.g.
Minalogic, BioValley or Medicon Valley) towards an
international perspective in combination with a net-
work management specialised in this field of expert-
ise lead to easier and more successful access onto for-
eign markets than it would have been possible with-
out network support. This is no surprise since net-
work managements usually have more resources at
their disposal and are more experienced in interna-
tionalisation matters.

Networks can be of great use to many companies
concerning their internationalisation ambitions. One
reason for that lies in the reduction of internationali-
sations costs for the analysis of the intended future
area of application, furthermore, the collective use of
resources like distribution channels, suppliers and
capacity of transportation becomes possible. Another
important aspect is the momentum of dividing
responsibilities and work within networks and the
subsequent company’s concentration onto corporate
core products respectively services. Even more, as a
result of co-operation a networks’ allied companies
can not only offer advanced or innovative products or
services, but can provide full-scale system solutions if
the network as a whole is involved into the interna-
tionalisation process.

Taking a closer look at services networks offer
their members, support of internationalisation
appears on top of the agenda. Hence, it becomes evi-
dent that this competence is an important criterion
for networks from a member company’s point of
view. Many interviews with companies and network
managers showed the growing demands companies
pose to the management of their network to get con-
crete support benefits for their internationalisation
efforts.

Members expect the networks’ managers to
realise goal-oriented and efficient measures fulfilling
their client’s specific needs. Established conventional
methods alone, like business trips to foreign coun-
tries, matching by business development agencies or
Chambers of Commerce or similar activities seem to

4 Source: ENSR Enterprise Survey 2003
Kühlmann, Torsten: Selbstorganisation im Dschungel der Weltmärkte: Der Mittelstand spinnt Unternehmensnetzwerke, 2006

5 Makinsky, A.H., 1999
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be increasingly insufficient nowadays. Members
themselves often lack a distinctly defined strategic
approach on how to capture the target markets. Net-
work managers are called for to design appropriate
internationalisation strategies and to back them up
with concrete measures on short-term. If network
managements are able to meet such expectations
and realise them successfully there is a clearly com-
municable benefit for members, often strengthening
the affected member’s long-term motivation and par-
ticipation within the network. 

The transnational collaboration of entire net-
works with other networks represents a form of net-
work-specific internationalisation, in particular lead-
ing to the development of competitive, dynamic
economy-, research- and technology-based agglom-
eration areas. Networks and even more the involved
companies benefit from the rapid transnational
transfer of both information and knowledge and
from mutual technological improvement. They
become able to formulate standards for innovations
within development co-operations respectively pro-
mote the cross-national harmonisation of standards.
These standards can serve as amplifiers for further
innovations, since open standards are becoming
localised, finally leading to new products and serv-
ices. Yet the necessity of a more international adjust-
ment in order to keep up with global competition in
the long-term is unquestioned. It still remains diffi-
cult to identify critical factors for a successful interna-
tionalisation of networks. This territory remains
largely unexplored, especially in the European con-
text.

Internationalisation Aspects from 
the Point of View of Innovation and
Funding Policy

As a result of an advancingly liberalised world econ-
omy opening up national markets, companies,
regions, and entire economic systems are facing an
increasingly fierce situation of international competi-
tion. In particular SMEs, at 90% the by far largest
group of economic subjects (e.g. FRG: 3.3 million
SMEs, Czech: 1 million SMEs), are forced to make great
efforts to adjust to the changing environment to stay
in business in times of ongoing globalisation, even
more taking into account the formerly explained fac-
tors like lack of equity capital, deficit of information
on international economic regulations and the lack
of competent employees.

Different subjects of the value-creation chain act-
ing collectively in a network lowers the individual
member’s economic risk and allows for the raise of
know-how potential, cost reduction, and most of all
for the subsumption of the innovation level.

Based on the impact singular companies and net-
works have on the sustainability of national business
locations, policy-makers have realised that both net-
works and the internationalisation of companies are
two of most important aspects of national and inter-
national marketing of innovative regions. On the one
hand this paves the way for relevant actors from other
countries to become familiar with national economi-
cal environments and provides investment incen-
tives, on the other it enables domestic subjects to be
granted supportive measures with their internation-
alisation activities. Although they are country-spe-
cific, these measures to assist internationalisation
efforts exist in nearly all European countries.
Amongst other they reach from the provision of basic
information, general promotion of exports (standard-
ised provision of information) to company-specific
measures like financial support (export credit/export
guarantee), quality improvement programmes and
the identification of business partners.

In addition to the various national support meas-
ures on a European level, initiated by the European
Commission, different programmes and funding
instruments exist to intensify internationalisation
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efforts of companies and networks and networks’
direct cross-linking, the most important programmes
being ERA-NET (Support of transnational R&D-co-
operation), PRO-INNO-EUROPE/Europe INNOVA
(Development of cross-border initiatives to link net-
works and harmonise national network policies),
INNET (support of transnational R&D-co-operations
between selected networks and clusters) and the
Innovation Relay Centres (EU-Verbindungsbüro für
Forschung und Technologie). 

Nevertheless, it is not enough to simply approve
all kinds of internationalisation efforts companies
and networks make. Moreover, supporting measures
have to be formulated and addressed more specifi-
cally by means of prior identification and classifica-
tion of existing primary structures, the applied sector,
ambitions, sphere of action, aim and individual needs
of networks and their members. Accordingly, the
necessity for the following categorical distinction of
the internationalisation process becomes evident:

3 Networks already internationalised

3 Networks with good internationalisation 
potential

3 Networks with little potential for internationa-
lisation

As explained before, there is a multitude of good
examples for networks acting very successful on the
international stage requiring no need for any further
external help concerning their internationalisation
strategies (see chapter: Networks as Instruments of
Internationalisation). There are also lots of networks
that in consequence of network age (e.g. embryonic
networks), members (young companies with insuffi-
cient capital) or the area of application they are active
in show little interest in or do not have sufficient
potential for an international orientation at a particu-
lar moment. A premature shift of focus towards for-
eign markets or other forms of internationalisation
could lead to the overstraining of the concerned net-
work partners and possibly affect the future develop-
ment of the network.

Figure 1: Importance of networks depending on their phase of 
development (simplified, schematic illustration without regard to
other important determining factors)

A stronger support seems to be especially important for
those networks and member companies with signifi-
cant potential for internationalisation already having
developed an own strategy for internationalisation,
which yet rely on appropriate supporting measures for
the implementation. Concerning the establishment of
such adequate objectives, there is still need for further
action in the sector of innovation and grant policy.

Objectives and Methodology

This study aims at creating a better understanding for
the needs, existing strategies, barriers and enablers
referring to internationalisation of networks and
their members. Only a better understanding of those
matters will allow to develop and implement more
tailor-made supporting measures than before. This
study shall make a contribution to that issue.

Due to the fact that internationalisation of net-
works is regarded as a very important and actual inno-
vation-policy topic and a lot of supporting measures are
being discussed, respectively implemented at the
moment, the question arises what opinion networks
themselves hold on the topic. Appropriate publicly
funded accompanying measures can be designed and
realised effectively only if the initial position, needs and
aims of the target group are sufficiently known and
understood.

Altogether 91 network managers from ten Euro-
pean countries participated in this survey (see figure
2) and were available for further discussion. Most net-

Need for internationalisation

Cluster Quality

Embryonic
Established

Mature

- New technological paradigma
- Policy measures

Time
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works are based in France, Germany and Spain.

Figure 2: Origin of the participating networks

Primarily networks were chosen that had already
stated a serious interest in possible transnational co-
operation with other networks. These networks are
mostly regional networks incorporating developing
and producing companies of every size, research
institutions (including universities), institutions for
training and education, and other service providers
(e.g. Chamber of Commerce, banks etc.) while at the
same time retaining regional concentration. This
approach assured a well balanced ratio of SMEs and
major companies represented in this study. 

Figure 3: Typical structure of networks that participated in the survey

Networks solely concerned with research or educa-
tion were not regarded in the study since only net-
works with a certain number of industrial enterprises
were eligible to participate. Accordingly, networks
from very different areas of technology and applica-
tion took part (mainly life sciences, new materials,
micro- and nanotechnology, information and com-
munication technique, production and automation
technique as well as environmental technique).

Important criteria besides the basic interest in
transnational co-operation with other companies
were

3 existing internal structures characteristic for so-
called regionally acting networks and

3 the networks had to be active in innovative, new
areas of technology and application 

Networks’ characteristics ranged from the area of
aerospace technology, primarily dominated by major
companies, to those of networks from the textile sec-
tor characterised by a large number of small and
medium-sized companies. 

The interviewed networks were chosen without
country-, size-, or technology-specific preference by
project initiators and innovation agencies of cooper-
ating countries from Europe. These agencies often
coordinate regional- and national-specific pro-
grammes on behalf of the accountable ministries,
and consequently maintain a good overview over the
activities of the chosen candidates. Partially also
regional ministries provided active help.

In addition to the internationalisation strategies
themselves it was of fundamental interest to gain a
better understanding for the internal of processes
(like decision making, etc.) within those networks.
Furthermore, networks were asked why internation-
alisation is deemed vital from their perspective and
which aspects they focus upon. Concerning those net-
works that had previously utilised measures to realise
their internationalisation ambitions, it certainly was
of interest to learn about the progress and results
made as well as about the barriers encountered that
could be identified as important for international co-
operation. The interviews were conducted by provid-

Research 
institutions     

Developing and 
producing companies

Training and 
education institutions     

Accompanying 
service providers

Network coordinator

Germany 15

Italy 8

France  22

Sweden 7

UK 5

Poland 8
Belgium 5

Greece 2

Netherlands 4

Spain 15
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ing an online questionnaire that would be answered
by the network manager. A first contact was estab-
lished preliminary to the survey usually in form of a
personal telephone call, in order to receive appropri-
ate background information to avoid possible misun-
derstandings. The addressed network managers
proved to have a very different amount of informa-
tion available on the member companies of their own
networks. The spectrum reached from very detailed
knowledge on member companies (number of com-
panies, employees, turnover etc.) to very little infor-
mation (no numbers available or just a very rough
oversight on member companies). In the following,
only results respectively classification numbers will
be accounted relying on an adequate number of
answers.

Further information concerning the participat-
ing networks like e.g. turnover and number of
employees as well as age and stadium of develop-
ment of networks are summarised in appendix I.

Current State and Perspective of 
the Interviewed Networks’ 
Internationalisation Activities

In the following, mainly those questions and answers
will be discussed dealing with the ambitions, reasons,
existing strategies, barriers and enablers and the
results accomplished so far in internationalising the
interviewed networks. For all partaking networks a
more international orientation is an important topic,
no matter if initial successes are achieved already or
the first steps are yet to be made.

Ambitions of the interviewed networks
Amongst many other factors, motivation and inten-
sity of internationalisation most importantly depend
upon the own motives of the networks respectively
their members. If the ambitions to act on an interna-
tional stage are comparatively weak, intensity of
activities in this field tend to be less than average. If
on the other hand a network has clear perspectives to
act Europe-wide or even worldwide, active pursuit
and according activities should be the logical conse-
quence. For the overall understanding it was impor-
tant to find out if the interviewed networks are focus-

ing activities primarily onto a European level or if
they orient worldwide. Figure 4 shows that most
interviewed networks have worldwide ambitions
(53%) or at least want to act Europe-wide (39%). As a
consequence of the selection criteria only a small part
of the participating networks were merely nationally
orientated.

Figure 4: Ambitions of the interviewed networks (based on 88 net-
works’ answers, no multiple answers allowed)

Reasons for an international orientation
Networks do not adapt per se increasingly to an inter-
national orientation, they often react to trends and
changes imposed upon them externally. Since inter-
national activities and co-operations are more expen-
sive and time-consuming than those strictly limited
to national level, clear benefits have to arise from
such action or have to be expectable at least. As
explained previously, a wide range of reasons for a
more international orientation of networks and their
subjects exist. It is to be taken into account that these
reasons are very different and may be affected by
many factors. Therefore, it was especially interesting
to find out the interviewed networks’ primary rea-
sons to adjust increasingly to an international orient-
ation. Because these reasons were expected to be very
complex, no default answers were given, to allow
room for the respondents to formulate their reasons.
The answers then were evaluated and mapped
according to their contents.

The answers of the interviewed networks are
summarised here, giving rise to seven main thematic
emphases (figure 5).

Europe-wide

National

Worldwide
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Taking a closer look at the answers given, four reasons
were mentioned quite often. Most networks regard the
contribution that internationalisation promises to
assure the lead in technology internationally and to
strengthen the market position worldwide as primary
reasons for the necessity to internationalise their focus
increasingly. Furthermore, expectations predominate
that this type of co-operation will make access to eligi-
ble target markets easier and more efficient. Given the
case that networks lack some important competences
internally, international co-operations shall primarily
allow for the missing know-how on usability or tech-
nology to be acquired. This is even more important if
networks focus their activity upon areas with high
generic character, in which an increasing convergence
of technologies originating from different fields is to be
observed.

As anticipated, mutual exchange of experience
and information does also play a major role, though
not one as important as might have been expected.
This fact is even more surprising given that no obliga-
tions are tied to the mutual exchange of experience
and information; accordingly this type of activity
should be easier to realise than the other three primary
motives. This is the reason why it was to be expected
that this answer would be the predominant motiva-
tion, because it does not require much effort to realise
and from a rational standpoint it represents the best
answer to the primary barriers for a transnational co-
operation (see figure 9).

The wish for collective peer assessments as a possi-
bility to intentionally match up, thus making a mutual
comparison of competence in technology and know-
how possible, is another important argument even if it
is not one of the top four. This kind of peer review is a
good instrument to identify the participants’ indivi-
dual strengths and weaknesses and to find areas to be
improved. Unfortunately these peer assessments are
usually both time-consuming and require a lot of
mutual trust, the last mentioned often being the pri-
mary barrier for a transnational co-operation (see fig-
ure 9). Because actual literature rarely presents indica-
tors or instruments to assess peer reviews between net-
works, there is a definite need to provide appropriate
instruments to interested networks in the future. The
authors will pay attention to this issue in the near
future by developing an appropriate approach for

mutual benchmarking and peer reviews.

Figure 5: Reasons for the internationalisation of networks 
(89 networks answered, max. two answers per network possible,
figures in %)

Responsibility for the internationalisation strate-
gies of networks
Given the ideal case, the first step towards an aspired
internationalisation of networks and their members
is the formulation of a collective strategy or approach
by the involved parties, to define and to later on mon-
itor primary goals, methodical approach, liabilities,
milestones, indicators, etc. But who is responsible for
designing the strategy, respectively their realisation
into a concrete course of action within the network?
Again there were no default answers to this question,
so the answers would not be limited unnecessarily.
Evaluation revealed that answers are limited to five
different categories of subjects (see figure 6). In most
cases the strategy is determined by the existing man-
agement board or a similar steering committee (44%)
The rarest named solution is the existence of a spe-
cialised internal workgroup for the topic internation-
alisation (5%). At first glance it seems surprising that
only in 25% of cases, the members, respectively the
companies themselves are in charge of issues dealing
with internationalisation. This again reinforces the
thesis that membership in networks appears interest-

0 5 10                             15                          20

Contribution to assure worldwide 
leading position  / Strengthening of
worldwide market position

Easier access to targeted 
markets

Access to know-how or 
technologies not available 
within the own network

Exchange of information and 
experience at an international 
level

Comparing with the best in 
technology and know-how 
(peer reviews)

Establish new networks 
in special technology or 
application fields
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ing and vital for companies amongst others because
they expect active support from the network’s man-
agement on their path towards internationalisation.
In about 16% of cases the network’s manager or the
network itself takes the lead, in 10% of cases an exter-
nal person or institution bears responsibility for con-
cept and realisation of internationalisation activities.

Figure 6: Responsibilities regarding strategies for internationalisa-
tion of networks (based on 89 networks’ answers, only one answer
per network)

Internationalisation strategies of the interviewed
networks
One of the central concerns of the study at hand was
to find an answer to the question for potentially exist-
ing internationalisation strategies and - if applicable
– possible options for action. Out of this motivation
networks were asked about their internationalisation
strategies, so it would be possible to gain insight into
these strategies being applied and – if so – on how
explicit they are formulated. No pre-set answers were
formulated to give enough room for the questioned
networks to describe their utilised strategies in detail.
As far as answers were ambiguous or couldn’t be
articulated in detail for confidentiality reasons, the
networks managers were contacted separately after-
wards by phone to get further information.

The results are shown comprehensively in figure
7, analogical answers were clustered according to
topic. As the figure illustrates concrete plans for inter-
nationalisation do exist for only about 10% of the
respondents. Concrete plans mostly contain some
sort of written fixation of the prioritised target mar-
kets (e.g. in form of a business plan), partners (in the
targeted networks respectively regions), acceptable

branches of application, concrete measures to realise
these aims and options for action, a time- and budget-
plan or milestones. These plans are evaluated and
adjusted periodically by those in charge according to
the progress made. 

One might be surprised only every tenth network
utilises those explicit strategies. On the other hand
this fact just reinforces the assumption that an effi-
cient, goal-oriented internationalisation of networks
remains to be deemed exceedingly complex and only
in rare cases the subjects in charge are able to
advance the project on their own.

Figure 7: Internationalisation strategies of interviewed networks
(based on 85 networks’ answers, max. two answers allowed, all 
figures in %)

The majority of the interviewed networks had no
strategy at all or only vague ideas on how the net-
work and its members could realise a more interna-
tional focus of activities than they have previously
done (altogether about 70%). Most answers belonging
to this category stated the establishing of contact
with other networks to be their main concern, not
giving details on method and intensity of the efforts
(31% of cases). 26% of the networks interviewed regard
the initiation of collective R&D-projects as their pri-
mary strategy to establish contact to target networks,
respectively their member companies (though no 
further information were given on prioritised areas of
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R&D or prioritised target markets/networks). Few
respondents assigned collective business trips or the
embedding of regional business development agen-
cies to be appropriate strategies for internationalisa-
tion. But these answers also lack further specification. 

Co-operations between networks already 
achieved
Indicators to evaluate internationalisation activities
are complex and quite controversial. They depend
very much on the initial aim the internationalisation
of the networks had appointed. Because these aims
proved to be very heterogeneous, within the study
the comparatively simple indicator “co-operation
realised up to now” was chosen to evaluate success of
efforts undertaken yet. Certainly there is a lot of room
for interpretation of the term “co-operation” and the
resulting imprecision has to be taken into account.
Figure 8 shows the co-operations with other compa-
nies or institutions achieved in the last three years
from the point of view of the participating networks.
A differentiation was made dividing both the
regional (national, Europe-wide and worldwide) fac-
tor and equal respectively new areas of technology
and application.

Figure 8: Co-operations achieved within the last three years accor-
ding to regions and application areas (based on 86 networks’ ans-
wers, multiple answers allowed, figures in %)

Like expected, nearly all networks interviewed report
successful new co-operations on a national level;
notably a lot of co-operations were realised within
the frame of equal technological and applicational
areas (about 75%). Only half of the respondents

answered to have accomplished new co-operations
into new technological areas on a national level, a
fact that is certainly surprising at first glance. One
explanation is the quite large number of very young
networks among the respondents (approx. 25% of net-
works interviewed asses themselves to be embryonic
networks). Those young networks usually don’t focus
upon new co-operations in new areas of technology
and application but set other priorities within the
areas they focus upon. Besides, networks confirmed
the continuing difficulty to co-operate with other net-
works acting in different areas of application or tech-
nology, even on a national level. Often there are prob-
lems finding the connecting moments that would
indicate where co-operations are possible and how
far those could reach. 

Half of the networks interviewed report success-
ful co-operations in equal areas of technology and
application on a European level. This definitely is a
positive amount. Partnerships on a European level
with partners coming from other areas of technology
or application in contrast seem to be much harder to
establish (less than 20% of the respondents have suc-
ceeded here). Only one quarter of the networks inter-
viewed report success in establishing new co-opera-
tions within their area of technology or application.
Only 10% of the networks interviewed report this kind
of achievements beyond their applicational or tech-
nological sector, although it has to be kept in mind
only little more than 50% of the interviewed networks
had worldwide ambitions.

Barriers to a co-operation between networks
In spite of numerous examples for successful co-oper-
ations between networks respectively their members,
a number of barriers for partnerships with other net-
works still remain, as one might have expected partic-
ularly to international ones. Intended strengthening
of international focus of networks on the part of net-
works’ managers or on behalf of motivational support
by third parties calls for the awareness of characteris-
tic causes for these barriers in order to reduce or
remove them in advance, if possible. 

Figure 9 differentiates the most common barriers
to an international co-operation of networks from the
interviewed networks’ point of view.
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Lack of trust between partners is the most dominant
single reason posing a barrier, usually because net-
works are not sufficiently familiar with each other
(approx. 23% of cases). Also the fact that often com-
petitors are present in networks willing to co-operate
(approx. 22% of cases) impedes co-operations (at least
in the beginning) or possibly leads to conflicting
interests, as one might have expected. Lack of time
and resources as well as financial reasons were stated
at 15% each, illustrating the fact third parties can only
provide little help to reduce barriers e.g. with exter-
nal support only. An insufficient level of concretion of
potential co-operation projects, spatial distance or
language barriers are minor factors, each only being
mentioned by less than 10% of the respondents.

Figure 9: Main barriers, hindering a possible co-operation between
networks from their managers’ point of view (based on 84 networks’
answers, multiple answers allowed, figures in %)

All in all the main barriers against international co-
operations between networks appear similar to those
problems arising on a national level, often predomi-
nant in the beginning of the lifecycle of respectively
young networks (lack of mutual trust and fear of co-
operation with competitors).

Possible financing sources for a collective trans-
national co-operation
In the beginning expenses for co-operations of every
kind usually outweigh additional turnover and profit,
this is even more true for international co-operations.
Since a lot of successful co-operations on a European
level and worldwide were reported (see figure 8), it
was of special interest to find out about their present
and future financing. 
Figure 10 gives a good impression of the prevailing
experiences and expectations in terms of financial
support for international co-operations from the 
networks’ point of view.

Figure 10: Financing sources for international co-operations from the
networks’ point of view (based on 83 networks’ answers, multiple
answers allowed)

The interviewed networks primarily mentioned the
6th/7th Framework Programme of the European Com-
mission (approx. 30%) and national funding (approx.
26%) as most suitable financing instruments for inter-
national R&D co-operations. The first-mentioned has
been an established instrument for years now, even if
it is not regarded unproblematic amongst SMEs due to
the large effort connected to applying and the
immense bureaucratic obstacles arising in the process
of realising projects. On the other hand it turned out
that collaborative research, done by international con-
sortia of this kind, is very well suited to establish long-
term collaboration on an international scale in addi-
tion to their actual R&D activity. 

Own empirical investigations amongst German
SMEs revealed that nearly 40% of the companies inter-
viewed regard the chance to collaborate with part-
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ners at target markets, individually aimed at in order
to gain easier and faster access to these markets to be
their primary reason for participating in projects of
the 6th Framework Programme (see figure 11). This
impression was backed up and verified by own evalu-
ations recently performed or currently ongoing. In
those analysis many European companies inter-
viewed report having gained easier access to the tar-
geted markets by participating in this kind of collec-
tive R&D projects. Partially the value of the improved
access towards foreign markets was assessed even
higher than the technology- or product-specific
development that - originally - was the direct aim of
the research project.

Figure 11: Reasons for participating in international R&D projects
in context of the 6th Framework Programme of the European 

Commission (40 German companies funded by the 6th Framework
Programme were interviewed, own enquiries, figures in %)

In matters of eligible funding sources nearly 15% of
the networks interviewed report to have their own
financing concepts for long-term co-operation with
foreign partners (figure 10). European structural
funds like INTERREG and others only play a minor
role and were mentioned primarily by Polish and Ital-
ian networks. It is particularly noticeable that about
every tenth network reports to make use of the com-
paratively new so called ERA-NET funding scheme.
This scheme stands for a new approach of transna-
tional research funding within Europe supported by
the European Commission. Partners of the project are
individually funded according to their national fund-
ing scheme, but the consortium as a whole acts
transnationally. Partaking national funding authori-
ties define contents and goals of the joint calls which
were prior jointly agreed upon. The European Com-

mission takes care of the additional amount of
administrative work resulting from the realisation of
this kind of programmes with the help of national
project executing organisations or innovation agen-
cies. Consequently, R&D consortia acting transnation-
ally can be established a lot easier since they do not
have to deal with the bureaucratic work usually con-
nected to applications for the European Framework
Programme. Furthermore national funding pro-
grammes’ workflows and procedures don’t need to be
altered because only the domestic associate partner is
funded. The ERA-NET approach in contrast to the
EUREKA approach also features the advantage of
largely harmonised application and testing proce-
dures. Prior experiences with especially successful
ERA-NET projects (e.g. ERASME – www.erasme.org or
MNT ERA-NET – www.mntera.net) indicate both a
wide acceptance for this approach on the part of
applicants and a smooth application process.
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Conclusion

On the following pages the most important results of
the empiric analysis shall be summarised in the form
of hypotheses and subsequently evaluated. The main
problem areas existing for the internationalisation of
networks will be summed up and innovation policy’s
fields of activity to be prioritised will be pointed out.
The 91 networks interviewed stand for approximately
32,000 member companies and institutions with two
million employees and a 2006 turnover of approxi-
mately 500 to 600 billion Euros (details see appendix
I). Certainly further analysis will be necessary to verify
the results of this study on a wider basis. Still the num-
ber of 91 networks interviewed provides a good base
of significance in the case given.

The subject “internationalisation” is very complex
and will have to be treated and discussed more dif-
ferentiated in the near future
The term “internationalisation” is a very heteroge-
neous one, implying many facets and being subject to
different meanings respectively interpretations.
Although internationalisation in general certainly is
important and should be appreciated, this doesn’t
mean internationalisation per se has an economic
value. Networks and their members on the paths
towards internationalisation are driven by various
reasons. This must be taken into account in future dis-
cussions on the topic, opposed to the currently com-
mon practice within the discourse that claims to
argue on a so-called “meta-level”. If networks seek to
develop an international orientation, there is in the
beginning a great need to analyse (amongst other
things) both which (European) networks could be
adequate and productive co-operation partners as
well as the networks primary reasons for taking this
step (search for know-how, access to new markets
etc., see also figure 5). This also determines the
options for actions to be taken. Such analysis should
be made a prerequisite before further public funding
is granted; at least networks must be encouraged and
supported to perform this kind of analysis. From such
analysis clearly comprehensible action plans result,
individually tailored to the particular starting points
and needs of networks.

European networks are usually relatively young,
but have cross-border ambitions from the very
beginning
All in all the comparatively young age of the inter-
viewed networks comes as a surprise (see figure 12,
appendix I). Despite the fact that primarily innovative
and high-performing networks (interested in
transnational funding) were chosen to participate in
the survey, more than half of the networks inter-
viewed are less than five years old, one quarter of the
networks even assess themselves to be embryonic
networks.

This exemplifies the continuing dynamic in the
process of networks establishment. Still more than
90% of the interviewed networks have Europe-wide or
worldwide ambitions, independent of age, phase or
the branch of application the networks are active in.

Network managers are often not directly responsi-
ble for the internationalisation of their networks
Network managers typically take care of a variety of
duties and activities concerning their networks. For
the most part they are either direct member of the net-
work or they are elected by the networks’ members (in
more than 80% of cases). Surprisingly they are only sel-
dom (in less than 20% of cases) regarded accountable
for the internationalisation strategy of networks (see
figure 6), if at all only at a later stage for concrete oper-
ative measures for implementation. Usually the man-
agement board or similar boards of the networks
(nearly 50% of cases) or the companies themselves
(about 25% of cases) define the respective internation-
alisation strategies and consequent options for action.

The four dominating reasons for the internatio-
nalisation of networks
Each network has its own individual reasons to inter-
nationalise short- or medium-term; a fact not too sur-
prising since the topic is a quite complex one. Yet four
different motives stand out, being mentioned by two
thirds of the networks interviewed. All motives were
mentioned equally often (in between 14 and 18% of
cases, also see figure 5): 

3 Contribution to realise technological leadership
and to strengthen the own position on markets
worldwide

3 Improved access to identified target markets
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3 Access to know-how/technologies not available 
in the own network

3 Improved exchange of experience and informa-
tion on an international level

It is important to keep these reasons (which are par-
tially very divergent) in mind, when strategies for
funding of internationalisation efforts of networks
will be designed in the future, since they lead to dif-
ferent strategies and actions to be preferred.

Internationalisation yes – but how to do it?
The imperative internationalisation poses for net-
works on the one hand and the strategies and steps
necessary for its realisation on the other hand are way
apart. Only every tenth network interviewed was able
to present reliable strategies or appropriate
approaches for action concerning the internationali-
sation of their network and the participating member
companies. Most networks confirmed not having any
strategy at all (almost 20%) or just have vague ideas on
what could be done concerning the desired interna-
tionalisation (altogether nearly 70%, see figure 7).
These figures reinforce the thesis already existing
which criticises the lack of long-term and strategic
thinking within networks on the topic “international-
isation”. Usually there is no appropriate, reliable
planning on and concretisation of the options for
necessary actions . So far, most publicly funded sup-
porting measures which aimed to match certain net-
works with other or support networks on their way
for internationalisation, did not really take these find-
ings into account. As a logical consequence the sus-
tainability of such supporting actions was quite insuf-
ficient. Mostly standardised supporting and match-
ing activities were performed, but no really demand-
oriented or tailor-made solutions have been imple-
mented (not taking the individual needs of the rele-
vant network partners into account). As a logical con-
sequence, the Initiative Competence Networks Ger-
many, which is the author of this study, just designed
appropriate tools and approaches to offer interested
networks or cluster tailor-made support on their way
to internationalisation.

The four main barriers for a transnational 
co-operation of networks
Even if a transnational co-operation is deemed desir-
able, there are often reservations and (mental) barri-
ers remaining. Two factors prevail: the lack of trust
between partners and the fact that there are compet-
ing companies among the networks willing to co-
operate. At least during the first stages those two fac-
tors complicate actual co-operation. Even though the
lack of time / resources and funding sources are also
factors of concern, they are not as significant as the
barriers mentioned earlier (see figure 9). To take the
respective main barriers into account and provide
adequate solutions early enough can make a huge
contribution to reduce and eliminate many partners’
reservations in the early contacting phase. This is
where the networks’ managers are called for utilising
the right instruments. Any supporting actions from a
neutral third party could also facilitate the matching
of interested networks. 

Accomplished co-operations tend to focus on the
European area and on similar fields of application
or technology
The majority of networks interviewed report to have
already accomplished successful co-operations with
other networks. This is especially true on a European
level and in similar fields of application or technology
applying to more than 50% of cases (see figure 8). Co-
operations of this type, still on a European level, yet
into other/new fields of technology or application,
seem to be much more demanding, with only less
than 20% of cases reporting successes. Nothing to be
astonished about since co-operations between net-
works originating from other fields of application or
technology have proven themselves complicated and
are per se more difficult to establish, even more so for
cross-border co-operations. Compared to the large
amount of successes reported for European co-opera-
tions within similar fields of application or technol-
ogy, the number of worldwide co-operations is rather
low, too (approx. 25% of cases).  
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EU-Framework Programmes and national funding
programmes are regarded as primary funding
sources for international co-operations
Funding sources like the Framework Programme of
the European Commission or national programmes
are considered to be the primary instruments when it
comes to financing international co-operations
(applies to 65% of cases, see figure 10). These funding
sources often have objectives (usually funding pro-
gramme oriented to R&D or innovation), different
than the respective internationalisation strategies
applied by the networks interviewed (only in about
25% of cases R&D co-operations also represents the
prioritised internationalisation strategy, see figure 7).
Due to the absence of appropriate tools or publicly
funded support programmes, networks and their
members seldom have any other option than to use
such support programmes when in need for financial
support on their way to operate more internationally.
Further discussion with some of the network man-
agers revealed that using R&D or innovation support-
ing projects, financed on national or European level,
for internationalisation purposes are considered to be
an emergency solution. Typically business support
activities, like networking visits or organising of fairs
etc. are also considered accompanying measures, but
they can not be the main tools to support interested
parties to operate more internationally. A real task to
identify and implement appropriate public support
measures remains, both on a national and on an
international level, to provide the networks and their
members tailor-made support.

There is a wide gap between objectives of policy mak-
ers respectively funding instruments on the one
hand, and prioritised internationalisation strategies,
respectively reasons for an internationalisation on
the other hand. To actively involve networks’ mem-
bers into the Research Framework Programme of the
European Commission is certainly of use here,
although it is usually the toughest and most complex
alternative of external funding available. This field is
clearly in need for (national) grant policy actions.

Which criteria classify a network as being 
internationally orientated?
The degree of internationalisation a network has
reached cannot be assessed by a mere list of activities.
Network managers like to depict their international
orientation with participating in international meet-
ings or happenings. But this cannot stand a closer
look. The role of the network remains undisclosed,
did it just participate passively or was it actively
involved? Furthermore, an assessment has to take
into account, if there are mechanisms within the net-
work ensuring that the whole network benefits from
the knowledge gained from participating. This is the
only way to assess whether a network as a whole has
adjusted to an international perspective or whether
particular activities of individual network partners
dominate. Certainly other indicators like  concrete
successes, improved innovation capability and eco-
nomic figures have to be taken into consideration,
too. 

Otherwise, membership of only one internationally
active R&D institute or company leads to a network
being able to claim participation in international
exchange and thereby claim to be internationally ori-
entated. This kind of classification wouldn’t make
sense in terms of critical reflection and evaluation.

A more precise classification is needed here to deal
with the topic profounder than it has been dealt with
so far. In appendix II an approach towards this classi-
fication issue is outlined to give a first impression,
though it is not very extensive yet.
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The economic importance of the
networks interviewed

From the very beginning the authors knew that only
a small part of the vast area of European networks
could be covered with the limited number of net-
works comprised, since the 91 networks interviewed
originate from ten European countries only. Irrespec-
tive thereof it was of interest to assess the economic
meaning of the networks involved in the survey. Stan-
dard figures like the

3 number of companies and institutions 
represented

3 annual turnover of the networks’ members

3 number of employees of the companies and insti-
tutions

help to get an impression on the economic meaning
of the participating networks. The figures displayed
in the following demonstrate impressively that the
networks chosen represent companies and members
holding significant economic power.

Number of companies and institutions active in
the networks
Of 91 network managers interviewed 86 stated the
number of their member companies and institutions
(universities, research institutes, funding agencies,
banks etc.). According to their answers there are
about 31,500 companies and institutions represented
altogether. The figures varied from 25 to 8,000 mem-
bers per network. The five networks that did not reply
do not represent a large number of members (accord-
ing to own estimations between 400 and 500 compa-
nies), leading to an effective number of about 32,000
member companies and institutions represented in
the 91 networks.

A finer distinction (e.g. differentiating SMEs and
major companies, determining the ratio of compa-
nies and other institutions) was abstained from
because the quality of data did not suffice. Since no
purely research- or education-oriented networks
were included, companies preponderate within the
networks chosen. 

Turnover of the companies acting in the networks
interviewed
Figures on the overall turnover of the partners active
in the respective networks definitely were the hardest
figures to get. In this context it is to be appreciated
that 44 of the network managers interviewed were
able to give reliable figures after all, about half of the
networks interviewed. These managers were
informed very well on the turnovers and other figures
related to their networks and had excellent informa-
tion on their networks’ data available.

All in all the members of these 44 networks
achieved a total turnover of about 285 billion Euros in
2006. Definitely an impressive figure, even more tak-
ing into account half of the networks didn’t provide
data; so the actual total turnover is probably much
higher.

Number of employees working for the networks
61 network managers of the 91 network managers
interviewed provided data on the number of employ-
ees working for the member companies and institu-
tions. The number totals about 1.8 million employees.
A remarkable number, even more considering that 30
networks did not answer and consequently are not
present in the total number.  

Character of the networks 
interviewed

To assess the results later on it is important to know
the basic structures of the networks that took part in
the study, so possible contexts can be discovered eas-
ier. First thing of interest was the age of the networks.
Experience has taught that in general older and con-
sequently established networks have advanced more
in terms of internationalisation and gathered more
experiences in this field than their young pendants.
86 of the 91 network managers answered the ques-
tion for the age of their network. The legal form of the
networks did not matter, but it needed to be docu-
mented by a formal act, e.g. by a co-operation agree-
ment etc. Figure 12 shows the networks divided
according to their age.

Appendix I
Information on the Networks Interviewed
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Figure 12: Age structure of the interviewed networks (based on 86
networks’ answers)

It is striking at first glance that a tight majority of net-
works (52%) is younger than five years. Still the num-
ber of young networks in proportion to old ones sur-
prises. All in all only 16% of networks were at age ten
or older. These networks originate primarily from
Spain, Italy and Germany. Nevertheless, in some cases
networks are older but have signed a formal contract
or co-operation agreement just recently. 

Besides the age the phase of development of the
individual networks is of interest. Generally older,
established networks have gained experiences in the
context of internationalisation, respectively are
aware of the necessity to internationalise (figure 13).
The respondents were offered four categories to
assess themselves:

3 Embryonic network (newly found network; 
communication, exchange of information and
services offered by the network have just begun
recently)

3 Established network (network is established and
has clear perspectives to grow)

3 Fully developed network (well established net-
work which has reached its peak performance,
further growth is only to be expected to a minor
degree)

3 Declining network (network is past its prime, will
loose members and importance perspectively)

Figure 13: Phase of development of the interviewed networks 
(based on 86 networks’ answers, self-assessment)

As expected, most networks assess themselves as estab-
lished or fully developed networks (more than 75% of
cases). Taking into account half of the interviewed net-
works are younger than five years (figure 12), the figures
are a little surprising. All in all the self-assessment of the
networks’ development phase means more than the
age, also considering the reasons mentioned above.

The number of companies and institutions repre-
sented in the participating networks is interesting,
too. The networks were offered four categories at this
point (see figure 14). Most networks represent more
than 100 members (45%), second comes the category
between 50 and 100 members (30%). Considering a
number of young networks (see figure 12) were part
of the survey, it doesn’t come as a total surprise 25% of
the networks have less than 50 members.

The network bringing together the most members
(more than 7,000) is a network from Italy; some small net-
works in Germany and Poland are those representing the
fewest members with less than 20 members each.

Figure 14: Number of companies and institutes represented by the
networks (based on 88 networks’ answers)
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The performance of networks very much depends
upon network managers, respectively network coor-
dinators and the way they are linked to their net-
works. There are several entirely different approaches
to that being practiced in a similar fashion through-
out Europe. One approach consists of the co-ordina-
tor or the office themselves being members of the
network. In another approach the co-ordinator or the
office are no direct members of the network, but are
entrusted with this responsibility by the network. In a
third variant an external service-provider takes the
lead being appointed by third parties. This variant is
especially common if the network management is
financed by third parties and the financer wants to
exercise an amount of direct influence.

In the survey a narrow majority of the inter-
viewed networks were managed by a co-ordinator
from their own ranks (51%). In about one third of cases
the co-ordinator did not originate from the networks
directly, but was assigned by the majority of members
(see figure 15).

Figure 15: Relation between network managers and networks (based
on 89 networks’ answers)
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In this appendix an approach is presented for possible
categories describing a network’s internationalisa-
tion. These categories are meant as a basic distinction
revealing the differences concerning the level of
internationalisation networks have achieved. There is
no direct link between the categories and the net-
works interviewed in the study.

7 Obviously internationally acting network: both
the network itself as well as its members demon-
strably act successful on an international level. 
The network is recognised as such acting primarily
international. Also foreign partners are members
of the network. A large number of examples for
successful international co-operations exists
resulting in improved innovative dynamic, a
strengthened market position and improved
financial figures of the network and its members.

6 Intense cross linking / partnership with one or
more foreign networks. A lot of measures and
activities both on behalf of the management and
most of the network’s members point out the inter-
national orientation of the network. A large num-
ber of examples for successful  international co-
operations exist resulting in improved innovative
dynamic, a strengthened market position and the
financial figures of the network and its members.

5 Active, regular and intense participation of the
network and its members in European projects
and other events, partially also initiated by the
network itself. The network is internationally pres-
ent and accepted by likewise foreign partners.
There is a basic strategy / implementation plan.
Members and management can report on first suc-
cesses in international co-operations. Still, there is
potential to adjust to a more international orienta-
tion.

4 Selective co-operations with international 
partners exist (network manager, institution or
company), but are unspecific and rather sporadic.
Single members are already internationally active
and linked, but the network itself is not recognised
as acting internationally. In spite of first successes
there is still a high potential for further interna-
tionalisation that is yet to be implemented in spe-
cific strategic measures.

3 First participation in and / or organisation of
international events by the network’s manage-
ment are visible. The management and most com-
panies have the intention to internationalise, but
there are no strategies or concrete options for
action. The topic internationalisation does play a
minor role to date, even if singular companies are
increasingly internationalising their focus. 

2 No international activities by the network’s man-
agement are visible, but are basically intended.
Concrete measures or plans do not exist, because
other priorities prevail. Independent thereof, net-
work’s members might have eventual interna-
tional contacts.

1 No international activities by the network’s man-
agement are visible or intended. There are no
ideas, no concrete measures or other plans. Inde-
pendent thereof, network’s members might have
eventual international contacts.
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The Initiative Networks of Competence Germany
(Initiative Kompetenznetze Deutschland) of the Fede-
ral Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMWi)
brings together the 120 most innovative German
competence networks which focus on technology.
The Initiative offers a common platform to the hig-
hest-performing networks in technology  and provi-
des various benefits to its members. Members of the
Initiative stand out due to innovative partners, inten-
sive co-operations and the goals they share. Outstan-
ding proximity to markets and industry, regional
integration, dynamics in their development and flexi-
bility are qualities characteristic for them. These qua-
lities sum up to the competence networks allied in
the initiative being a crucial element of technological
performance, economic growth and competitiveness.

With the Initiative Networks of Competence Ger-
many (entitled “kompetenznetze.de” until November
2006), the BMWi allows for the Initiative’s members
to present their range of services and products to a
broad audience, national and international, to
demonstrate the attractiveness of Germany as a
region for innovation. The concept of Kompetenz-
netze Deutschland is to be the “league of the best
innovative networks” in Germany; membership to
the initiative is a quality label for German networks.

The Initiative
3 supports the development of Networks of Compe-

tence  in different fields of innovation, 
3 helps Networks of Competence to develop a visi-

ble profile,  
3 promotes Germany on the international market,
3 gives access to a multitude of information and

communication channels,
3 enables presentation to relevant target groups via

platforms like fairs, events and publications,
3 provides ongoing support to the networks in their

further development and in current activities
such as press and public relations work,

3 supports its members in operating on an interna-
tional level.

What are Networks of Competence?
The following attributes are characteristic for the 
networks active in the initiative:
3 networks of competence, 
3 are innovation clusters with a regional focus but

acting on an international scale, 
3 concentrate on a specific thematic area, 
3 are capable of generating innovations with a 

particularly high value-added potential, 
3 cover many links in the value chain and incorpo-

rate multiple sectors of industry and scientific 
disciplines, 

3 stand out by virtue of the close interaction and
communication among their members, 

3 work within the context of an infrastructure that
favors innovation, and 

3 help to give regions a distinct profile and an
advantageous position with respect to their inter-
national competitors.

Criteria for Membership 
At the moment the initiative represents 120 compe-
tence networks from nine areas of innovation and
more than 30 regions, thus demonstrating the
strength of the innovative region Germany. More
than 6,000 companies and 1,600 research institutions
are active in the member networks of the initiative.

The main criteria for networks becoming a member
in the initiative are
1. Technical focus
2. Regional concentration and integration
3. Organisation and identity of the network
4. Actors from different stages of the chain of added

value
5. Collaborative development of technologies
6. Sustainability of the network
7. Innovative performance and potential for added

value

For further information, please contact
Agency Networks of Competence Germany
c/o VDI/VDE Innovation + Technik GmbH
Steinplatz 1, 10623 Berlin
Germany
Phone: +49 30 31 00 78 219
Fax:     + 49 30 31 00 78 222
Mail to: kompetenznetze@vdivde-it.de

The Initiative Networks of Competence Germany
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