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The use of foresight information in small and medium-sized
enterprises — The role of intermediary organisations

In order to successfully compete in the market, firms have to keep track of
the changes in the operational environment and use this information in
their innovation processes. Future-oriented information is gathered by
various agents, but firms still struggle to find relevant information and
transform it into profitable businesses and innovations. Intermediary
organisations play an important role in the interfacing of knowledge
producers and knowledge exploiters. This paper studies the role of
intermediary organisations in promoting the use of foresight information
in small and medium-sized enterprises. A qualitative case study approach
is used. The study emphasises the importance of interpreting foresight
information through communicative processes and combines these ideas at
the system level, providing new insights not only on the theoretical level
but also for developing the innovation policy practice.

Keywords: foresight information, intermediary organisations,
intermediation, SME, small and medium-sized enterprises, innovation,
knowledge, regional innovation system, innovation policy

1. Introduction

Given the rapid pace of global change, it is crucial for firms to keep track
of the changes in the operational environment. In the early phases of the
innovation process, acquisition and use of external knowledge are critical
success factors, and thus the development of new sharing activities and
methods to enhance knowledge management and creation are needed
(Bergman, 2005). Organisations at both the national and regional level
produce and collect foresight information, but this information is not
extensively utilised in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMES).

SMEs form the basis of both national and regional economic activity?,
even though large enterprises appear to dominate regional systems. The
starting point for foresight activities in the case of SMEs is distinctly
different from that of larger firms, and thus the former should also be

! http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/policies/sme/index_en.htm
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discussed separately when researching the issue. More emphasis should be
placed on investigating the special characteristics of SMEs and the
challenges they face when using foresight information. The mechanisms
of disseminating new information should be better examined in order to
inform policy actions.

The amount of literature on the use of foresight knowledge on an
enterprise level is vast (see e.g., Ansoff, 1980; Costanzo, 2004; lImola and
Kuusi, 2006, Coates et al., 2001, Kameoka et al., 2004; Miles, 2010;
Battistella and De Toni, 2011). However, the use of foresight knowledge
in an SME- specific context has not been as widely studied. Furthermore,
the gap between knowledge generation, knowledge exploiting systems,
and the channels through which new knowledge filters to the SME level
have rarely been studied. Major and Cordey-Hayes (2000) argue that
intermediary organisations play a central role in disseminating foresight
information to SMEs, and encourage intermediaries to take foresight
culture to their SME contacts and SMEs to strengthen their intermediary
links in order to improve both competitiveness and innovation in the
economy.

The aim of this paper is to study the role of intermediary organisations in
promoting the use of foresight information in SMEs. Intermediary
organisations are a part of the regional innovation support infrastructure
and are also the practical realisers of regional innovation policies. The
research question set for this study is: What is the role of intermediary
organisations within regional innovation systems in promoting the use of
foresight knowledge in SMEs? Answers to this question were sought by
using previous literature and by conducting a regional case study within a
Finnish setting.

2. Theoretical background

2.1 Interpreting foresight information for meaningful innovation
knowledge in SMEs

SMEs are often described innovative and agile, and they play an important
part in the economy, although large firms are often more visible in
discussions. SMEs are also a natural part of a large firm’s R&D,
production and service networks and are seen as important sources of
innovations (Gray, 2006; Major and Cordey-Hayes, 2000). However,
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SMEs have also been identified as responsive instead of proactive. Inertial
issues, such as unwillingness to renew, limited resources and skills,
ignoring available foresight information, have often been associated with
SMEs. Such generalisations might stem from characteristics other than
firm size, such as ownership and entrepreneurial characteristics
(Kellermans et al., 2012; Grundstrom et al., 2012; Nordqvist and Melin,
2010; Hausman, 2005; Gray, 2006). SMEs are a rather heterogeneous
group with different backgrounds and skills, and this should be considered
when analysing their foresight and innovation activities (Makimattila et
al., 2012).

SMEs might lack the resources and time to look beyond their immediate
short-term needs, which also impacts their approach to future-oriented
information. They want knowledge that is both discrete and concrete,
while foresight knowledge is often strategic and abstract rather than
operational and tangible (Major and Cordey-Hayes, 2000). Literature and
previous studies also suggest that SMEs are strongly reliant on the
attitudes, education, skills and expertise of their personnel (Atherton and
Hannon, 1995; Major and Gordey-Hayes, 2000; Gray, 2006) and therefore
individual factors have an important influence on firms’ foresight culture.
SMEs often lean on strong individual entrepreneur and family drivers, and
these aspects (e.g. Pieper & Klein, 2007; Zellweger et al., 2012) also
influence the development of anticipatory and innovation cultures in many
SMEs. Characteristics like longitudinal and temporal transgenerational
aspects affect multilevel interpretation of future-oriented information and
this requires good knowledge from intermediaries about the core
organisation. Gathering information and translating it to knowledge may
be challenging for organisations and individuals with different viewpoints,
like SMEs with short-term business prospects and intermediates with
typically more political interests related to long-term evolution. When
discussing the information and knowledge in foresight activities, it is
useful to point out that data in meaningful context can become
information; when critically analysed in relation to other pieces of relevant
information and when interpreted in a certain context, this information can
be transformed into knowledge (Uotila et al., 2012). Various studies
(Major and Cordey-Hayes, 2000; Kaivo-oja, 2006; Kaivo-oja and
Marttinen, 2008) have focussed on the challenge of dissemination and
absorption of available foresight information. Ahlqvist et al. (2012) have
noted that a common problem with foresight exercises is that the produced
information, no matter how relevant, remains in the project reports and
lacks an action-oriented interpretation among actors and stakeholders.
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Ahlgvist et al. (2012) also discuss the importance of fostering systemic
capacities in an organisation, like an anticipatory culture that builds on
anticipatory agency for strategic capabilities needed for future orientation
within a changing business landscape.

Major et al. (2001) discuss instilling foresight culture to firms in the UK
by connecting it with the strategy literature and regarding foresight as a
core competence. They highlight the critical importance of the tacit
knowledge of small companies’ individual managers. Major et al. (2001)
recognise individual’s foresight competence as a factor that affects the
development and existence of an organisational foresight culture, but leave
unanswered the question of how individual’s inclinations are transferred
into firm’s foresight systems.

An organisation’s ability to value, assimilate and apply new knowledge is
often discussed based on Cohen and Levinthal’s (1990) absorptive
capacity (AC). Zahra and George (2002) developed the concept further
and suggested that there is a need for a special social interaction
mechanism between assimilation and transformation processes. The AC of
individual members (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990, p. 131) should be
emphasised. SMEs have less labour and fewer connections than bigger
corporations as well as fewer personnel to manage certain tasks or
interpret information from, for example, a marketing or engineering
perspective. Often SME procedures are rather straightforward, involving
less discussion and fewer alternative interpretations of information
available and related to decision-making (Mékimattila et al., 2012).
Godkin (2010) discusses the concepts of insight and action inertia: insight
inertia occurs when the management does not observe and interpret cues
from the external environment in time, and action inertia arises when
managerial response to environmental activity is too slow or the
information gathered is inadequate to generate actions and results
beneficial to the organisation. These inertia issues are strongly related to
the foresight culture of the firm.

As Cohen and Levinthal (1990) have argued, firms and individuals can
understand, absorb and implement external knowledge only when it is
close to their own knowledge base. Reordering knowledge opens up new
possibilities of transformation by challenging what is known and what is
not (Kuusi and Hiltunen, 2011). In this reordering of knowledge, the
interpretation phase is the key step of the foresight process. Horton (1999)
argues that a third party is essential for interpretation. Third-party
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intervention is needed to facilitate the creative thinking of those involved
in the process, to help investigate difficult questions and to understand
what this information means in a specific context.

2.2. Innovation intermediaries in regional innovation systems

Systemic approach to innovations has highlighted that organizations
interact various ways while refining information for businesses in
changing environment (Hakansson & Olsen, 2011; Johannessen, 2009;
Berkhout et al., 2010; Maula et al., 2006). Some studies focus on socio
technical transitions (e.g. Geels & Schot, 2007) linking also complex
system theory aspects to transition arenas (Loorbach, 2007) and others
focus on innovation systems with different views and theory origins
(Hekkert & Negro, 2011; Coenen & Diaz L6pez, 2010; Markard &
Truffer, 2008; Nieminen et al., 2011; Geels, 2014). E.g. regional
innovation studies have pointed that it is important to organize around
anticipatory activities to form AC, link different type actors and to build
suitable culture for foresight and innovation activities (Uotila et al. 2012,
Uotila, 2008; Uotila & Ahlqvist, 2008; Ahlqvist et al., 2012; Makimattila
etal., 2012).

A regional innovation system (RIS) can be regarded as a geographically
bounded system of several innovation networks. RISs consist of two
subsystems: the knowledge generation and diffusion subsystem that covers
various institutions responsible for the production and diffusion of
knowledge and skills, and the knowledge application and exploitation
subsystem that consists of companies and their clients, suppliers,
competitors and industrial partners (Autio, 1998). Intermediary
organisations work at the intersection of knowledge producers and
knowledge exploiters inside the RIS and are a part of its innovation
support infrastructure (Smedlund, 2006). These third-party organisations
can be public, non-profit or private (Klewitz et al., 2012, Lynn et al.,
1996).

Howells (2006) has synthesised the existing literature on intermediation
and proposes the following definition (Howells 2006, p.720) of an
intermediary organisation: ‘an organisation or body that acts as an agent or
broker in any aspect of the innovation process between two or more
parties’. Brokering creates ties between otherwise distant groups of actors
(Burt, 2004). Howells (2006) has also defined ten different innovation
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intermediation functions, of which the first three are directly linked to the
use of foresight information; foresight and diagnostics, scanning and
information processing; and knowledge processing and
combination/recombination.

For SMEs, intermediary organisations serve as a means to gain access to
information outside their own organisational boundaries. Collaborating
with an intermediary organisation can enhance an SME’s innovation
capacity, enable understanding of new external information via
information processing, and facilitate the assimilation of external
knowledge to the firm context (Klewitz et al. 2012).

In the model that positions an intermediary subsystem within an RIS
(Uotila, 2008; Uotila and Ahlgvist, 2008), the subsystem plays a vital role
in the contextualisation of foresight information, and intermediary
organisations are seen as system-level information brokers. The model
combines the concepts discussed above: absorptive capacity and
information brokering. The model is conceptual in character and has not
yet been studied in a practical context. This study utilises this conceptual
model as a framework and provides practical evidence of the need for an
intermediary subsystem that acts as an information broker between
knowledge-generating and knowledge-exploiting subsystems.

3. Research design

To understand the role of intermediary organisations in promoting the use
of foresight information in SMEs, a case study approach was used. The
case study method, in the words of Yin (2009, p.4), ‘allows investigators
to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real life events’, and
several scholars find it well suited to social science research (Eisenhardt,
1989; Voss et al., 2002; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2009). It typically combines
multiple sources of evidence and data collection methods (Eisenhardt,
1989; Yin, 2009).

The data for this study was collected during a wider research process. The
data consisted of SME workshop observations, interviews and
questionnaire responses. The gathered data was qualitative in nature. The
research group found that to gain a deeper understanding of the use and
interpretation of foresight information, more user insights and information
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on the working processes were needed. Accordingly, qualitative case data
gathered from real-life situations was obtained. The aim was not to build a
universal theory but rather study the role of intermediary organisations as
links between knowledge producers and exploiters. The case study method
has been criticised because it is limited by investigators’ preconceptions,
but Eisenhardt (1989) argues that just the opposite is true. Reconciling
evidence across cases and types of data, and juxtaposing different realities,
enhances thinking and generates theory with less researcher bias
(Eisenhardt, 1989). The data used in this study is presented and itemised in
more detail in Table 1.

Table 1. Study data
Case Participants Method Date \
SME workshops 4 participants from  Facilitated October 2011
SMEs, 5 experts participative
from intermediary ~ methods
organisations
8 participants from  Presentation April 2012
SMEs, 4 experts
from intermediary
organisations

Interviews 8 national-level 6 semi-structured January-March
foresight experts interviews 2012
4 entrepreneurs 4 semi-structured November 2012
interviews
Questionnaire 136 experts Questionnaire June 2012

working within the
CoE Programme

Two foresight workshops, organised by a Finnish regional science and
business park — which is also one of the creators of the national Centre of
Expertise Programme! — were held in autumn 2011 and spring 2012. The
aim of the workshops was to facilitate interaction and collective
interpretation of signals presented to the participants. They were organised
for SMEs interested in clean-tech business in Russia. These workshops
were observed by altogether three researchers.

! The Finnish Centre of Expertise Progamme (CoE Programme) was used as an example
of intermediary organisations actively involved in information and knowledge sharing
and processing. The CEP is a fixed-term national programme that includes 22 regional
Centres of Expertise and 13 Competence Clusters. The Centres operate under regional
science and technology parks and development organisations.
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To obtain another perspective into the research problem, eight leading
Finnish authorities in using foresight for innovation were interviewed. The
first two interviewees were selected by the research group; after that, the
pyramiding strategy (von Hippel et al., 2009) was used to identify the top
Finnish experts in this field. Semi-structured interviews were carried out
and questions included covered foresight culture in Finland, how foresight
information is collected on a national level, how foresight is used among
SMEs and the methods used in interpreting foresight information. The
official titles of these experts are listed in Table 2. Later in 2012, four
separate SME interviews were carried out in order to collect more detailed
information about entrepreneurs’ insights on foresight. All interviews
were recorded and transcribed.

Table 2. Interviewed foresight experts

1. Foresight manager 2. Senior research scientist

3. Ministerial adviser 4. Consultant

5. Senior researcher 6. Leading specialist

7. Director of information 8. Regional development
society development manager

In June 2012, a questionnaire was sent to experts working within the
Centre of Expertise Programme. The experts were asked open-ended
questions about the ways they have helped SMEs find new business
opportunities, acquire foresight information and interpret this new
information. The question-specific response rate varied between 16.5%
and 8.6%. These response rates were considered satisfactory, since
information was received from most (15 out of 22) Centres of Expertise
and from 11 out of 13 Competence Clusters.

Triangulation was used to validate the interpretations gained though by the
observations, transcribed interviews and the responses of the
questionnaire. The interpretations were also considered in light of previous
literature and discussed among the research group several times during the
research process.
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4. Analysis and results
4.1. SMEs’ needs for foresight information

The data supports the idea (emerging from previous studies) that lack of
resources and high operational pressure are the main challenges to using
foresight information in SMEs. Entrepreneurs are mostly seeking very
concrete information about new technologies, trade cycles, market
changes, customers and competitors from trusted sources in their social
networks. This type of short-term foresight information is seen as
important for decision-making. Long-term foresight information is
perhaps seen as too abstract and too distant from everyday activities, since
SMEs are obviously more interested in very close-to-practice types of and
customised information that is relevant to their current activities.
Information is also often interpreted from this short-term operational
perspective, and alternative cues are not taken into account (see also filters
by Ansoff, 1984; IImola & Kuusi 2006).

The interviewed entrepreneurs perceived foresight information as short-
term specific information about changes related to an operational business
environment. The desired information is mainly short-term information
about market changes. For example, one of the interviewed entrepreneurs
listed what they sought as foresight information: information about
possible future changes in laws that might have affect their business,
information about price changes, information about international markets
and raw material production and information about rival products. SMEs
find that they have to be able to right away select the relevant information
for their business from a vast amount of information.

‘The way I see it, is that acquiring foresight information, you do nothing
with it even if it was...even if you had a databank that has all the
information, but if you can’t pick what is relevant for you from there, then
the databank is useless’ (Interviewed entrepreneur 1).

SMEs utilise foresight knowledge in business operations and decision
making, and this knowledge is mostly intuition-based and easy-to-
assimilate, gained from SMEs’ close networks or public sources. Many
SMEs do not even perceive foresight information as useful for their
business. As one of the foresight expert interviewees put it,
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‘Some SMEs unfortunately don’t even feel that they do or need foresight,
especially if they have a strict subcontractor role. It’s enough for them
that they deliver enough screws and sometimes they have to deliver more
screws. SMEs are a very challenging field in this sense’ (Senior Research
Scientist).

SMEs seem to be challenged by the characteristics of strong individuals
impacting the anticipatory culture through operational participation and
management, or board decisions and ownership, which affects the
interpretation of information and actions taken. Most of the SMEs
encounter some sort of discontinuous stage because of succession and
ownership changes, and thus, cultural issues are often deep rooted. These
social constraints also influence the sourcing of external information and
the valuation of their providers.

4.2. Intermediary organisations as information disseminators

Survey responses indicated that the Centres of Expertise have several
ways to disseminate foresight information to firms. The most common is
to offer it in the form of publications, newsletters, e-mails, on webpages or
simply by calling entrepreneurs who might be interested in certain types of
foresight information. In addition, different kinds of seminars and
workshops are also organised for local SMEs. National-level experts
notice the importance of intermediary organisations within RISs as
intermediators between knowledge producers and knowledge exploiters.

‘Yes, | would see the role of intermediary organisations as very important
when diffusing it (foresight information). And especially bringing it to the
firm level and suitable for their (SMES’) needs. This would be very very
important’ (Foresight Manager).

All the interviewed entrepreneurs call for assistance from intermediary
organisations to find the appropriate foresight information. It seems that
entrepreneurs have a very clear idea of what kind of future-related
information they want and need, and they would be happy to have an
external actor who could collect this information for them to use in their
strategic decision making. Entrepreneurs do not mention having
difficulties utilising foresight information once it is acquired, nor do they
mention foresight knowledge as a source of innovation. This again shows



Title

that entrepreneurs see foresight as practical information that is applicable
to the current situation but an alternative interpretation or a deeper
processing of the information for an innovation context is missing.

4.3. The role of intermediary organisations in SMEs’ foresight processes

According to the survey responses and the observations made during the
workshops, intermediaries seem to have good tools for disseminating
information, but the tools to analyse and interpret this information in order
to facilitate further processing or alternative interpretations are few in
number.

When queried about the means and methods used analyse and interpret
foresight information, survey respondents of the Centres of Expertise
offered few or vague answers, such as: ‘By inviting best experts to have
presentations in events.” Some of the respondents said that the
interpretation phase is the firms’ own responsibility, and they do not have
further knowledge about their means and methods. Even so, more specific
methods were also mentioned: using the futures research methods,
applying service design tools, creating scenarios and discussing with
entrepreneurs new thoughts rising from foresight information. One of the
respondents also mentioned the need for knowledge brokers in these
processes: ‘There needs to be an interpreter in between, especially if the
information is university-based, it is too difficult for SMEs to find what is
relevant for them, it is too theoretical.’

The national-level interviewees stated that it would be important to get
entrepreneurs to think and process not-so-easily-assimilated information
as well, in order to challenge their current thinking and knowledge
structures and to find new innovation potential. This is also where the
intermediary organisations could offer help in the form of tools,
facilitators and knowledge brokers.

‘Us futures researchers, we have the bad habit of in a way creating these
different future images and future paths, but what they mean in practice in
decision making, that is left open. And it is quite a big leap to take over
that trench by the SME alone’ (Senior Researcher).

“You mentioned this disruptive and this surprising (foresight information),
this is kind of what we have also discussed as a challenge, how to get, in
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some situations, them (entrepreneurs) to explore these more distant (bits of
information)” (Foresight Manager).

During one of the SME workshops, an entrepreneur had a very critical
view about the presented future signals, which led to a lively discussion
with another participant. Their first interpretations of the signals differed
greatly, and after the discussion, they both ended up with entirely different
interpretations from those they had in the beginning. This is a good
example of how actively communicating and sharing thoughts with others
can enhance one’s own thinking and absorption of new knowledge, and
how information first regarded as simple and explicit can, after deeper
processing, yield alternative interpretations.

4.4. Summary of the results

Collecting and using foresight information is challenging for SMEs for
several reasons: time, money, skills, attitudes and personal characteristics.
According to the interviewed entrepreneurs, SMESs turn to their immediate
business environment, their suppliers, customers and competitors for
finding new information. However, because of limited resources,
knowledge is sought in close networks and a more widespread search is
often avoided. Responses also indicate that SMEs want easy-to-assimilate
information tailored to their specific needs, and to that end they seem
willing to outsource their foresight processes. However, this is a rather
difficult task, first because of the context dependency and AC needed, and
secondly because it is impossible to specify to someone beforehand to
filter what is meaningful and what is not.

The studied intermediary organisations appear to have several ways to
disseminate foresight information to local entrepreneurs. They produce,
collect and share information about latest research, new technologies,
market changes or international business environments. What is lacking,
however, are the tools to help entrepreneurs analyse and interpret this new
information in their own business context.

On the basis of our findings, we state that intermediary organisations
could also provide more tools for transformation processes instead of just
offering information that is easy to assimilate to current business
operations, which rarely results in growth-producing innovations (see
figure 1). Our results support the views concerning SME characteristics in
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using foresight information presented in previous studies, but we would
like to emphasise the need to find alternative interpretations for the
presented foresight information and signals. When new information poses
challenges to current thinking and knowledge structures, it needs deeper
processing and interpretation that are relevant to the SMESs’ contexts. The
very first interpretation is often the one that leads to assimilating the
information to current businesses (the future cash curves resulting in
decline and minor growth in figure 1), and only deeper processing leads
to renewal and growth (the rising future cash curve in figure 1). For future
business the breaking point is when information for example about new
technologies is available. This is the phase where intermediary
organisation’s brokering functions can help SMEs to rethink the
information towards innovations and business growth. The need for
brokerage functions and rooting new type of anticipatory culture in SMEs
can be identified from the study results.

Intermediary organisations are important information disseminators, but in
order to enhance more thorough information processing, they should be
able to offer platforms for communicating, sharing thoughts and
interpreting future-oriented information. These platforms, whether they
are facilitated innovation sessions or monthly foresight-related gatherings
of local entrepreneurs or something completely different, should foster
interpretation processes and creative thinking. Organisations contributing
to the use of foresight information and adoption of continuous anticipatory
culture in SMEs should involve those who offer not only external
information but also an understanding of the SME context relevant to this
information and the means to fruitfully facilitate information processing.
Innovation intermediaries should also seek to understand the SME’s
anticipatory culture and its different dimensions (individual, social and
business; see figure 2), how it could be developed and how it affects
foresight practices and information brokering. ldentifying organisations
that are most appropriate to function as innovation intermediaries depends
greatly on the regional organisational structure, but such organisations
could include regional technology and business parks and research and
development organisations. The foresight knowledge that is processed
within SMEs is affected by and comprised of all these above mentioned
elements; the organisational change and the anticipatory culture of the
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SME, intermediary organisations and their functions and the available
foresight information produced by the national and regional innovation
systems (see figure 2).

5. Discussion and conclusions

National-level foresight information producers and diffusers are often
quite distant from local enterprises. As such, regional innovation systems
need regional intermediaries that can offer platforms for knowledge
transformation processes that are fuelled by communication. Major and
Cordey-Hayes (2000) believe that when it comes to foresight,
policymakers should place more emphasis on enhancing foresight culture
in intermediaries instead of focusing on SMEs. On the basis of our results,
we would like to add that it is essential for SMEs to adopt a certain type of
foresight culture so that they understand the importance of interpretation
of foresight information and benefit from it innovation-wise.

In intermediary organisations, it is the role of knowledge brokers within
the innovation systems that should be emphasised. Parjanen (2012) studied
innovation sessions as sources of new ideas for firms and emphasised the
role of brokering during innovation sessions. Innovation and knowledge
brokers facilitate thinking ‘outside the box’ during the process of idea
generation. Parjanen et al. (2011, p. 943) suggest that ‘A system producing
future-oriented information and knowledge must support the knowledge
brokerage system so that the brokers will acquire the kind of information
and knowledge that they can feed into innovation networks as they operate
as regional facilitators of practice-based innovation operations’.
Interactive and communicative innovation sessions are an example of
methods that could be used for deeper processing of foresight information.
Our study supports Uotila’s (2008) idea that an intermediary subsystem
within an RIS serves as a knowledge broker between the knowledge-
generating and knowledge-exploiting subsystems.

For an innovation intermediary, it is necessary to understand the
heterogenic nature of SMEs and their different temporal states that
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influence the facilitation and interpretation processes. According to our
results, the role of intermediary organisations is often that of information
disseminators rather than active information brokers. Using foresight
information in SME innovation processes requires high AC on the part of
the innovating organisation, which communication, different methods and
brokering functions can facilitate. Because of the nature of foresight
information and the limited resources in SMEs, the role of intermediary
organisations in knowledge transformation processes is important.
Rethinking and reinterpreting information is not so much dependent on
resources but on the ‘rethinking’ support and encouragement that smaller
enterprises do not necessarily have access to in their own organisations.
This is where intermediaries can offer support in foresight information
processing and developing an anticipatory culture within SMEs.
Supporting a more communicative and active way of using foresight
information and knowledge can be seen as a part of a wider policy model
where future-oriented thinking is emphasised.

Interesting insights can be gained from this study for practical SME
management and research. Most of the existing discussion on strategy
resolves around handling foresight and innovation separately — which is
not the case in a systemic context. Typically strategy-oriented foresight is
seen from a rather long-term perspective, at least 3-5 years forward
depending on industry. A systemic approach challenges this thinking,
although there might be rather long stable periods and then sudden drastic
and surprising changes, which are very difficult to anticipate even just
before their occurrence (e.g. spring 2014, incidences in Russia). The
management at SMEs has to make anticipatory decisions, and though a
large amount of information is available, it is not possible to analyse
everything within the available timeframe and with the embedded
uncertainties. With SMEs, the management can often be based on personal
“intuition” (see also Dane & Pratt, 2007) of the entrepreneur either
because of the entrepreneur’s experience in the business field or because
of scarcity of resources. This learning-based model works as long as
circumstances remain the same, but is challenged when the business
environment and rules in the innovation landscape change suddenly. SME
management often reflects prior decision making, with both social and
business impacts, and acts based on those previously learned lessons.
When the interpretation and decisions are often made based on previous
schema, future orientation is challenged. Intermediaries and groups
facilitated by them could support interpretation of foresight knowledge in
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SME so that the SMEs can utilise their strengths, like agile and innovative
responses to changes.

This study contributes to the theoretical discussion of using foresight
information and the role of regional intermediary organisations in SME
contexts. In practice, these results can be used when framing the functions
of regional intermediary organisations or formulating future innovation
policies that take into account the multidimensionality of information and
knowledge-transferring mechanisms.

There are several types of intermediary organisations, roles and functions,
which differ in significant ways. Our focus was on intermediaries that
regard knowledge transfer and innovation facilitation as one of their core
functions. Future research could also expand the investigation to other
intermediary organisations. Furthermore, the case study characteristics of
this study may have an effect on the generalisability of the results. When
probing deeper into foresight knowledge, the multifold relevance of
knowledge and the types of interaction and methods needed to interpret
and exploit foresight information should be examined in greater depth.
Within a policy context, the mechanisms of supporting regional
knowledge brokering also serve as an interesting avenue for future
research.
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