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1 Introduction

In the entrepreneurship literature, the prevalent framework has been the general model of
income choice (Knight, 1921; Lucas, 1978; Kihlstrom and Laffont, 1979; Holmes and
Schmitz, 1990; Jovanovic, 1994; Blanchflower and Meyer, 1994; Blanchflower and
Oswald, 1998).

The emergence of lively empirical research developed by Hebert and Link (1988),
Bruyat and Julien (2000), Casson (2003), Shane (2004), Blanchflower (2007), Jungwirth
(2007), and Parker (2005, 2006, 2007) stresses the need for developing eclectic
approaches aiming to allow us to gauge the relationship between entrepreneurship-firm
size and growth. In this framework, the topic related to opportunity for high growth firms
deserves further research.

Entrepreneurship is one of the driving forces of endogenous growth in modern
economies. As a primary source of job creation, economic competitiveness and
innovation, governments are increasingly aware of its importance, and have been shaping
public policies to foster entrepreneurial activities (Acs and Szerb, 2006; Leitdo and
Baptista, 2009).
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The importance of public policy oriented to entrepreneurship is underlined, e.g., in
the EU Commission’s acknowledgment that one of the current challenges faced by the
EU is to identify the main factors that determine an enabling environment for
entrepreneurial initiatives across all sectors of the economy (EU Commission, 2003).

The identification and exploitation of business opportunities lies at the core of
entrepreneurship (Brown and Kraus, 2009). While, for many years, opportunities
available to entrepreneurs were confined to domestic borders, the globalisation of
markets has expanded the scope of opportunity exploitation to the global arena. This has
enabled many companies to adopt a global focus from inception and pursue a path of
rapid internationalisation (Oviatt and McDougall, 1994).

According to several authors (e.g., Stearns and Hills, 1996; Wennekers et al., 2005),
no single definition of entrepreneurship exists. Grilo and Thurik (2004) contend that
entrepreneurship is a multidimensional concept, whose definition largely depends on the
focus of the research undertaken. Concurrent with this view, the OECD considers that
entrepreneurship manifests itself in many different ways, with the result that several
definitions have been proposed and no single definition has been generally agreed upon
(OECD, 2008).

Regardless of the notion adopted, there is some consensus that entrepreneurship
revolves around the process of change (Audretsch, 2003) and innovation (Michael, 2007).
Audretsch (2003, 2007) asserts that entrepreneurship is about change, since entrepreneurs
are agents of change. However, such conceptualisation poses considerable complexity, as
the concept of change is relative to some reference or benchmark, i.e., what may be
perceived as change to an individual or organisation may not imply any novelty to the
related industry. As such, the concept of entrepreneurship is embedded in the local
context.

While ‘invention’ can be defined as the creation of something new, ‘innovation’
refers to an invention which is brought into use (Bozeman and Link, 1983). Taking into
consideration this notion, authors such as Dimitratos and Plakoyiannaki (2003), and
Michael (2007) contend that innovation is at the heart of entrepreneurship, with the
entrepreneur bringing innovation to the customer whenever it takes place and, in this
sense, exploiting growth opportunities based on needs that are not perfectly addressed or
perceived by competitors.

2 Intangible assets: an opportunity for high growth

In the context of the knowledge economy, innovation based on intangible assets has
become increasingly important, compared to traditional tangible factors, in terms of
determining the firm’s competitive advantages and growth.

Taking the seminal work of Knight (1921) and Schumpeter (1934) as a reference, the
firm can be considered as an integrated set of capacities which are unique and difficult to
imitate. From this perspective, that integrated set originates in the firm’s capacity to
select, mobilise and manage tangible and intangible assets in short supply, to attain high
growth through developing highly differentiated activities which give greater benefit to
clients compared to that offered by competitors (Winter, 1987; Prahalad and Hamel,
1990; Conner and Prahalad, 1996; Grant, 1996; Colombo and Grilli, 2005).
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According to Howells (1994), firms’ growth capacity depends on the interdependence
established between tangible and intangible assets. Concerning tangible assets, these
include new products, factories and production equipment, which in the case of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are connected to the greater or lesser capacity of their
founders or managers to develop activities for the design and engineering of processes
and products, so as to correspond to the competitive needs faced in the market. The
author goes on to subdivide intangible assets in two categories:

1 formal (covering patents, licences, research and development (R&D), branding, other
intellectual property rights and training)

2 informal (related fundamentally to tacit knowledge).

In the view of Stewart (1994), the different ways of promoting tacit knowledge are
integrated in the stock of intellectual capital, which corresponds to the total stock of
collective knowledge, information, technologies, intellectual property rights, experience,
organisational learning and competences, team communication systems, client
relationship and branding which allows creation of added value for the firm.

According to Edvinsson and Malone (1997), and Stewart (1997), intellectual stock is
the total stock of intangible assets and capacities that can generate value and also
competitive advantages, which means a firm can provide a greater benefit.

Intellectual capital can be classified in two basic types:

1 human capital
2 structural or organisational capital (Edvinsson and Malone, 1997; Roos et al., 1997).

The first type corresponds to the sum of knowledge, skills and innovative character
(Schultz, 1961; Hermanson, 1964; Sackman et al., 1989), and is usually determined by
the employees’ level of commitment and capacities to attain the firm’s objectives (Ulrich,
1998; Elias and Scarbrough, 2004). It should be noted that this type of capital is held by
the employees and not by organisations, and can be developed through both practice and
training (Miller and Wurzburg, 1995).

The second type is held by organisations and cannot easily be taken away by
employees if they leave the firm. This type of capital covers all the software, databases,
organisational culture, patents, trademarks and organisational capacities inside a given
organisation (Edvinsson and Malone, 1997; Roos et al., 1997; Grantham et al., 1997).

According to Stewart (1994), Grantham et al. (1997) and Bozbura (2004), intellectual
capital can be subdivided in three types: human, structural and client; since the relational
capital developed with clients takes on special importance in determining organisations’
sustainable growth, based fundamentally on the value expressed by levels of client
loyalty and goodwill.

Audia and Greve (2006) advocate that company size can be understood as a function
of the stock of intangible assets, namely of those originating in so-called social capital,
which takes on the form of legitimacy, relationships with outside partners and trust
between members of a given organisation. Therefore, SMEs’ youth and sometimes, lack
of social capital can contribute to reinforcing the threat inherent in the scenario of low
growth, which eventually contributes to managers adopting behaviour which is more
averse to risk.
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As a consequence of the high level of risk associated with innovating activities which
could be incompatible with small companies, it is necessary to wait some time for the
desired positive effect of R&D and branding strategies on SMEs’ growth to appear.

This special issue spotlights technological entrepreneurship based on intangible assets
as an opportunity for promoting the development of high growth firms. The principal
motivation for SME growth is the search for a minimum scale of efficiency that allows
survival.

The alternative sources of growth deserve further research and understanding,
especially the role played by intangible assets funded on R&D and branding strategies,
and other categories of intangible assets in explaining the growth of SMEs in high-tech
industries.

Thus, public policies for fostering high growth firms and corporate strategies oriented
to intangible assets are needed, given the various needs associated with the greater
growth in high-tech industries than in more traditional sectors, as a consequence of a
minimum scale of efficiency corresponding to greater size compared to more traditional
sectors.

The issue draws attention to ways in which technological entrepreneurship is an
effective opportunity for contributing to more rapid and efficient growth. The two-fold
strategic focus on high growth firms and corporate strategies oriented to intangible assets
should be supported by policy makers in order to reinforce entrepreneurial growth and
overcome recessive scenarios by using the microeconomic foundation of national
competitiveness, that is, the entrepreneurial nature of the firm.

3 The present special issue

Two articles in this special issue address technological entrepreneurship and
opportunities for high growth, from a macro perspective. While the first focuses on
entrepreneurship support policy and analyses the Australian case (Hindle, Yencken and
O’Connor), the second highlights the main characteristics of rapidly growing firms in the
USA (Keen and Etemad). Two other articles use a micro perspective, by exploring the
link between intangible assets based on individual-organisational factors and growth, and
presenting findings from the Thuringia region in Germany (Lautenschldger) and the
Milan area in Italy (Della Torre and Solari). Another paper examines innovation support
service requirements for small high growth technology firms in Eastern Finland
(Siikonen, Heimonen and Pellikka). Finally, two papers deal with strategies for high
growth based on the intensive use of intangible assets, that is, open R&D activities and
branding, by discussing open innovation in the UK biopharmaceutical sector (Gurau and
Lasch) and coopetition of two global brands: Apple and Nike (Rodriguez, Souza and
Leitdo).

The first article examines the Australian policy environment and aims to develop an
entrepreneurship policy framework for high growth firms (Hindle, Yencken and
O’Connor). The authors develop a framework analysing, developing and implementing
policy for young firms displaying high entrepreneurial potential. Building on prior
research findings (Autio, 2005; Autio et al., 2007), the authors compare the
recommendations issued to the Australian policy environment and identify several
distortions: in comparison to the ‘Autio’ indicators, Australian entrepreneurship policy
appeared to be difficult for entrepreneurs to access, positioned well down the priority list
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of government policy, insufficiently targeted to high growth firms and lacking in pro-
activeness. These conclusions lead the authors to develop a comprehensive policy
framework for potentially high-entrepreneurial businesses by crossing the venture profile
of a firm with four areas presenting potential positive policy leverage: entreprencurial
capacity, finance and industry, innovation and the market. In this way, policy shifts from
targeting the venture in itself to the different areas of business this type of firm is likely to
have most difficulty with. Another recommendation issued is to distinguish more clearly
entrepreneurship policy from all other policies in general and small business policy in
particular. Depending on the nature of entrepreneurship, different short and long-term
initiatives may be designed and implemented to make entrepreneurship policy more
effective.

The second paper (Keen and Etemad) shifts the focus from entrepreneurship policy to
the characteristics of 6,887 high growth firms in the USA and uses a longitudinal
approach covering the period 1983 to 2003. A set of hypotheses is formulated testing the
theoretical relations between high growth and location, and size and temporal
characteristics of high growth enterprises. The results indicate that rapidly growing
enterprises located in different regions do not experience similar growth rates.
Furthermore, firms located in regions with similar economic incentives display relatively
similar growth rates. Thus, external factors (economics of agglomeration, externalities,
regional industry clusters, policy environment) offer managers and entrepreneurs who
recognise and exploit them regional competitive advantages and growth perspectives.
Less in agreement with the literature are the results regarding the interaction of firm size
and growth that do not ratify the generally assumed positive relationship between small
firm size and rapid, high growth. Finally, temporal aspects as explanatory factors for
rapid and high growth are revealed to be insignificant between small and medium-sized
firms. To summarise, rapid-growth enterprises appear across all categories over the
21-year observation period.

The third article concentrates on the individual/organisational level and analyses the
relationship between personal happiness and employment growth in new technology-
based firms (Lautenschldger). While most literature focuses on the importance of
technology start-ups for employment growth and regional economic development or the
search for factors explaining performance and success, little investigation has been
conducted on integrating personal perspectives when examining firm growth. The third
study of this special issue intends to fill this gap and examines in particular the link
between personal happiness and employment growth in new technology-based firms.
Based on a sample of 441 high-tech entrepreneurs in the German region of Thuringia,
three hypotheses linking personal satisfaction to firm development measures are explored
(performance, employment, firm size). Overall, the performance of the firm does not lead
automatically to high satisfaction in the entrepreneur in general, but must be understood
in a more differentiated way. When dividing personal happiness into sub-categories
(founder’s satisfaction with his/her life, work, financial situation, and leisure time),
employment growth in new technology-based firms is linked positively only to
satisfaction with the founder’s financial situation. Personnel happiness as measured in
this study decreases for founders managing high growth firms, indicated by continuing
satisfaction with the financial situation, but a negative impact on leisure time serving as
proxy for individual happiness. To some extent, successful entrepreneurs ‘pay for’ high
growth with sacrifices regarding individual non-monetary satisfaction.
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The fourth article concentrates on the relationship between adoption of organisational
innovation and the firm’s economic results (Della Torre and Solari). Empirical evidence
from prior studies shows this relationship to be positive; however, little investigation has
been carried out for the case of small and medium-sized enterprises. Focusing on
organisational innovation regarding three dimensions (organisation of work, coordination
of work within the organisation, and personal management policies) in 114 firms in the
Milan area, the highest performing SMEs are those having combined investments in new
organisation of work with advanced technologies and benefiting from stable relational
networks with other firms.

The fifth article focuses more specifically on the innovation support service
requirements of small, fast-growing firms in Eastern Finland (Siikonen, Heimonen and
Pellikka). The authors explore the possible enhancement of regional innovation support
services to foster the overall growth of small firms. Three levels of data are considered in
the study. First, at a national level 567 firms are analysed to identify the most rapidly
growing industry sector. The results demonstrate that most fast-growing firms can be
defined as small, knowledge-intensive business services (KIBS) providers. Secondly,
213 firms form the KIBS industry sample to clarify innovation related activities and their
relationship to growth. The main findings reveal various innovation support services
KIBS firms rely upon to create and commercialise innovation. Thirdly, 12 case studies
put the lens on firms’ requirements for regional innovation support services, identifying a
concrete need for intermediary organisations to help small technology firms choose
appropriate innovation support services and to act as external strategic partners during
commercialisation of the innovation process.

The sixth article deals with the innovation strategies of high-technology firms in the
UK biopharmaceutical sector (Gurau and Lasch). The authors investigate application and
suitability of the open innovation model in this high-tech industry. Five hypotheses are
formulated to measure participation in open innovation systems. Based on primary data
collected from 23 managers in the UK pharmaceutical sector, the results confirm the
influence of firm size on open innovation activity (small firms participate mainly in only
one open innovation system, medium-sized firms display a more diversified R&D policy)
and the influence of the organisational stage of the biotech firm (even the most advanced
firms limit themselves to only two open innovation systems). Unlike firm size and the
organisational stage of the biotech firm, the level of scientific expertise does not appear
to influence the capacity to participate in open innovation systems. This result can be
explained by the fact that involvement in open innovation systems may be seen as an
opportunity to rectify insufficient levels of internal scientific expertise. The firm’s
capacity to develop cooperation has a direct impact on its participation in open
innovation systems, but many small firms appear to lack formal processes and those that
use more formalised and detailed analytical tools to identify potential collaboration
partners are usually involved in more open innovation systems.

The last article focuses on strategic coopetition (Rodrigues, Souza and Leitdo) and
shows how global brands obtain benefits from forming a co-branding coopetitive
alliance, although the gains obtained are not shared equally. The authors carry out a
review of the literature on typologies of strategic cooperation and coopetition, putting
particular emphasis on the importance of co-branding as a mechanism for strengthening
the image of global brands. They develop a case study of the global brands of Apple and
Nike. The main purpose of the study is to determine the process for generating and
distributing the benefits of a co-branding alliance established between two global brands.
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To accomplish this goal, the authors measure the brand value associated with
implementation of the co-branding alliance, through a game theory application. The
results reveal that adoption of a co-branding strategy between global brands contributes
to increasing the reputation and credibility of brands engaged in the formal agreement,
although an unbalanced result could be found in terms of global brand image. Indeed, in
future research it will be important to make use of games with imperfect information and
based on contract information, to analyse the returns obtained from co-branding alliances
between players in the same activity sector, and also deepening the limited knowledge
of growth strategies based on coopetitive alliances involving global brands and
technologically-based start-ups without significant brand value.
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