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Introduction

As a result of enhanced global competition and pressure on manufacturing prices increasing focus is put on inter-firm collaboration and innovation competence. Companies can cooperate in many different activities e.g. logistics, marketing, sales. The focus of this paper is on collaboration where R&D is the main part of the collaborative effort. R&D refers to the standard research and development activity devoted to increasing scientific or technical knowledge and the application of that knowledge to the creation of new and improved products and processes – innovation.

Formal innovation partnerships has been researched widely through the past 45 years e.g. (Hagedoorn 2002; Bart Nooteboom 2003; Faems, Van Looy, and Debackere 2005; Powell, Koput, and Smith-Doerr 1996). The research has provided useful insights in the dynamics and tendencies in formal R&D partnering relations. This paper, however, focuses on collaboration between independent companies prior to such formal agreements as joint ventures or other contractual agreements. 

This first phase of the innovation process is often referred to as the Fuzzy Front-End (FFE) and is traditionally seen as an intra-organizational process. In this article we examine the managerial characteristics of the FFE phase and explore the consequences when going through this phase in inter-firm collaboration. Through an in-depth case-study of a single firm and its innovation partners we identify parameters for improved collaboration in the FFE. In conclusion we outline a model for inter-firm collaboration in the FFE phase of the innovation process.

In short the objective of this paper is to elaborate further on the coorporation forms needed for companies to be successful when engaging in inter-organizational innovation projects starting with the Fuzzy Front-End.

Mehtodology
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Innovation

Innovation has been defined in many different ways during the past century. One of the pioneers within innovation research was J.A Schumpeter. In 1934 he defined innovation as;

“The introduction of a new good or of a new quality of a good... The introduction of a new method of production... The opening of a new market... The conquest of a new source of supply of raw materials or half-manufatured goods... The carrying out of the new organization of any industry...”  (Schumpeter 1934)
Innovation is thus about change, and these changes has to result in a successful commercialization for Schumpeter (1934) to characterize them as innovations. Further, they are initiated and conducted by an entrepreneur. However, the entrepreneur is not an inventor or an imitator as Tard (1902) argued, but a creative person who is able to set elements together in new ways. This is also one the main strengths of inter-firm collaboration. The capability to recombine knowledge and competencies and in that way create innovation (Brown and Duguid 2000)
Also Powell (1996) argue that inter-organizational networks are the locus of much innovation. The fluid and evolving nature of the network has a tendency of enhancing the innovativeness of the partners involved. However the understanding and definition of the term collaboration differ between researchers.

Collaboration

We have chosen the taxonomy of Ritter et al. (2003) to describe different sorts of links between organizations and thereby collaboration forms:

· Interactions/episodes: A single exchange or incident between two organizations

· Relationships: 
An aggregate of episodes or interactions between two organizations.

· Networks: The entire web of relationships that an organization is engaged in 

The Fuzzy Front-End

The Fuzzy Front-End (FFE) phase initiates the innovation process by producing ideas for incremental or radical product or service concepts. The FFE is interesting because it has a great influence on the success of innovation project (Qingyu and William 2001). The outcome of the FFE is a well defined concept, clear development requirements, and a business plan aligned with the corporate strategy (Kim and Wilemon 2002).


Howe School of Technology Management, “What is FFE?”

According to Moneart et al. (1995) an organization formulates a product concept and determines whether or not it should invest resources to develop the idea through the FFE. Based on the process developed by Cooper (1988), Murphy and Kumar (1997) define the predevelopment stages as consisting of idea generation, product definition, and project evaluation.

As ideas are generated in the front end this is both the most troublesome weak part of the innovation process and at the same time the phase which represents the biggest potential (Reid and de Brentani 2004).

Managing the Fuzzy Front-End

The management of the FFE is essential and unsuccessful management of this phase can have considerable consequences. If the project enters the development phase without sufficient preparation there is a high risk of project delays, budget escalations (Kim and Wilemon 2002). Further Clark and Fujimoto points that engineering changes occurring late in the development are costly and time consuming.

Many of the practices that are used in NPD phase do not apply to the FFE. They fall short, as shown in Table 1, because the nature of work, activities, funding level, revenue expectations, and measures of progress are fundamentally different (Koen et al, 2002).

The front end might be considered fuzzy for a number of reasons, for example uncertainties and unknown issues concerning what customers want, uncertainty about what competitors are doing, and uncertainty about which product and process technologies should be used.
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Case analysis
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The Model for inter-firm collaboration in the FFE

<Content to come>

Conclusion
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