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ABSTRACT  
Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) strongly depend on idea generation 
to improve the front-end of innovation performance, yet internal resource and 
capability limitations may hamper successful idea generation in SMEs. Therefore, 
many SMEs may choose to collaborate with market-based partners such as 
customers and suppliers to compensate for lack of internal resources. We ask when 
and under which circumstances does such collaboration provides’ highest benefit 
towards front-end innovation performance? By drawing on a survey of 142 
Swedish manufacturing SMEs, this paper provides two key findings. First, 
systematic idea generation and front-end performance relationships is non-linear, 
such that disproportionally higher levels of performance are achieved when idea 
generation is highly systematic. Second, the pay-off from high level of idea 
generation is largely influenced by presence of market-based partners. Thus, our 
findings show that external collaboration in idea generation does not pay off unless 
SMEs have internal systematic processes for idea generation in place before 
external input is sought. This implies a contingency perspective on external 
collaboration and provides implications for research into the front-end of 
innovation and open innovation, in addition to novel managerial implications 
about how to better involve partners in idea generation and selection.  

 
Keywords: open innovation, idea generation, fuzzy front end, systematic 
organizational routines, market-based partnership. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
During the past few decades, the economic contributions from small and medium 
enterprisers (SMEs) has been vital for the economy in most, if not all, developed 
countries. According to a European Commission report, SMEs accounted for 71.4% of 
the increase in employment in 2014 (Muller et al., 2015). However, SMEs often depend 
greatly on external expertise and have low technical capabilities and weaker 
management skills (Parida et al., 2012). Therefore, to develop new ideas to sustain 
growth and achieve performance, they are strongly dependent on not only on systematic 
idea generation routines to improve performance, but also external contributions from 
various partners. In our study, systematic idea generation refers to a set of 
organizational routines that involves repetitive patterns of interdependent tasks to 
capture ideas and elaborate feasible solutions to meet prominent opportunities (Feldman 
and Pentland, 2003 and Koen et al., 2014).  
 
Systematic idea generation is a core activity of the front-end of innovation. This 
embodies the birth, development and conception of information into a concrete idea. It 
goes beyond a simple idea-gathering task or exercise. Systematic idea generation 



includes a set of progressive routines, starting with idea capturing and sharing followed 
by idea recoding, and ending in feedback on ideas received. It is used to capture and 
conceive “raw” ideas (Koen et al., 2014). Specifically, systematic idea generation helps 
firms to enhance front-end performance by i) encouraging creative thinking, ii) establish 
shared meaning of information among individuals, iii) to better manage market insights 
from customers and iv) to better assess technical development success likelihood.  
 
According to Koen et al. (2014), systematic idea generation routines include i) 
capturing and sharing ideas, ii) recoding ideas, and iii) providing feedback on ideas 
received. Idea capture refers to the first moment when ideas are recognized, while 
sharing ideas represents a subsequent moment, when ideas are evaluated and discussed 
by an individual or groups (Terwiesch and Ulrich, 2010). Idea recoding is a task where 
firms refine new idea into a preliminary concept (Titus, 2000). It involves internal 
groups discussion to pre-evaluate ideas, and based on that build a mental concept or 
mock-up for further assessment. Systematic feedback refers to a dynamic iteration 
between idea submitter and idea receiver aiming an idea interpretation (Bröring et al., 
2006). 
 
Although the literature on the idea generation activities is rather well developed (Koen 
et al., 2002 and Koen et al., 2014), practical insights is still scarce concerning the effect 
of systematic idea generation on front-end performance, and also regarding the role of 
market-based partnerships (customer and suppliers) on this relation. In fact, most prior 
studies in innovation- and entrepreneurship literature have evaluated idea generation 
restricted to internal actors (see e.g. Langerak et al., 2004), but provided limited insights 
into the influence of market-based partners. In particular, knowledge is scare in two 
important domains.  
 
First, while systematic idea generation is generally believed to be important, its exact 
influence on performance is not clear. For example, are higher levels of systematicness 
better so that it influences performance in a linear way? Or could excess levels of idea 
generation systematicness actually be bad for performance, thus following the logic of a 
inverted u-shaped relationship as reported in prior literature studying the relationship 
between formalization and performance outcomes in the front end? (Boeddrich, 2004 
and De Brentani, 2001).  Or, by contrast, could it be that higher levels of idea 
generation systematicness contributes more strongly to performance as SMEs then can 
reap the benefits of organizational routines?  
 
Second, prior literature is not clear about when market-based partnership in idea 
generation pays off most. While the general positive benefits of external collaboration 
have been highlighted (Alam, 2006 and Du et al., 2014), and while it is well known that 
SMEs often turn to external partners when internal resources and capabilities are not 
sufficient (Parida et al., 2012), the circumstances for when collaboration should be 
sought are not sufficiently investigated. For example, could it be that highly systematic 
idea generation routines must be in place before the contributions of external partners 
could be captured?  Building on the front-end activities study developed by Koen et al., 
2014, we undertake a quantitative study to evaluate the relation between systematic idea 
generation and front-end performance and the moderation effect of market-based 
partners in this relation.  
 
The purposes of our article are twofold. First, to evaluate if systematic idea generation 
routines can improve front-end performance, and in which way. Second, to evaluate the 
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For example, mining customer feedback information requires knowing what questions to ask, how to interpret and share the results, and what actions to take. Doing this well requires the ability to learn over time and to share that learning with others in the organization. Learning and sharing, when the assumption is that the world is neither clearly known nor knowledge easily communicated, requires new approaches and organizational forms that encourage rich interaction among those who need to create, share and integrate knowledge rather than information (Brown and Duguid 1991, Quinn, Andersen and Finkelstein 1996). Sense and respond must give way to experiment and enact.  From Zack (2001)



effect of market-based partners in the relation between systematic idea generation and 
front-end performance. Our results show that market-based partnership is not beneficial 
under all circumstances. Specifically, results show that the contributions to idea 
generation by market-based partners does not pay off when SMEs are unsystematic 
regarding idea generation, but contributes strongly to performance when systematic idea 
generation routines are in place. The article ends with a discussion and prescriptive 
advice form managers, helping them to strength their management skills in front-end 
activities. 

2. THEORY AN HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 
 
Much research has been devoted to understand sources of front-end success by 
evaluating which are the most relevant activities on the front-end performance. The 
front end is a critical stage on the innovation process where an idea is first considered 
worthy for further selection, assessment (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). According to 
Bertels et al. (2011), front-end performance is a strategic activity composite by two 
concepts named advantage and portfolio. The advantage concept includes generation of 
sustainable competitive advantage and ability to anticipate news wave of competition 
move. The portfolio concept is based on innovation pipeline aligned with business 
objectives and strategy, balancing across products, technologies and risk level; actively 
management of portfolio mix. In a large empirical research, involving 197 firms, Koen 
et al. (2014) identify five important activities of the front end: idea generation; 
opportunity identification; idea enrichment; idea selection and concept definition. In this 
study, we focus on idea generation and its elements. When systematic idea generation 
are not efficiency the front-end outcome will not deliver a reliable outcome. We assume 
that misfit information between customer’s needs and product features, re-work along 
the product development, and slow idea evaluation might arise and erode the benefits of 
the idea generation.   
 

2.1 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 
Idea generation is described by Koen et al. (2001), as an activity where ideas are 
progressively build upon, torn down, refined, reshaped, adapted and advanced. 
Langerak et al. (2004) highlight that proficiency in idea generation is positively 
associated with new product performance and by enhancing the proficiency of this 
activity firms can significantly increase the probability of new product success. The idea 
generation are routines concerns to understand gaps and flaws about a problem or 
potential and prominent needs (Kijkuit and Van Den Ende, 2007). That is, idea 
generation has an important influence on the front-end performance; but the question is 
how to enhance it? 
 
Additionally, idea generation is considered as an organizational routine that involves 
repetitive patterns of interdependent actions, tasks and procedures dedicate to capture 
and elaborate feasible solutions to meet prominent opportunities. Previous studies have 
shown that firms have been trying to use systematic organizational routines on 
important procedures for innovation to grown (Feldman and Pentland, 2003 and 
Feldman and Rafaeli, 2002). In this vein, organization routines have been suggested as a 
major source of the reliability and speed of organizational performance (Cohen and 
Bacdayan, 1994). A variety of benefits have been associated with organizational 



routines: the ability of firms to adapt to changing circumstances (Feldman and Rafaeli, 
2002); a source of change and stability (Feldman and Pentland, 2003) and better 
efficiency as structures for collective actions (Cohen and Bacdayan, 1994). However, 
organizational routines might hamper performance when they are automatically moved 
on inappropriate circumstances and without considering any contextual factors (Becker 
et al., 2005; Levy, 1986). Therefore a central task for firms seeking to improve idea 
generation is to understand how routines can be arranged to deliver a higher front-end 
performance.  
 
Systematic idea generation and front-end performance 
 
In this study systematic idea generation refers to “repeated sequences of routines 
concerned to 1) capturing and sharing ideas, 2) recoding ideas, and 3) providing 
feedback on the idea received” Koen et al. (2014 pg. 29). We assume that firms with 
highly systematic idea generation use organizational routines, which enable them to 
have a distinct set of skills and knowledge. When skills and knowledge are combined 
they lead firms to a higher front-end performance. Specifically, being systematic on 
idea generation routines increases the front-end performance for three main reasons.  
 
First, systematic routines to capture and share ideas are important tasks to motivate 
creative thinking and establish shared meaning of new information and, as such, serve 
as an essential task to increase front-end performance. Idea capture refers to first 
moment when the opportunity is recognized. New ideas are typically submitted in a raw 
format and underlined by assumptions regards customer’s requirement and technical 
feasibility. Individuals via abstractive exercises often conduct this task being 
encouraged to “thinking outside the box” (Song et al., 2011). For example, idea 
generation can be a task including brainstorming sessions and idea banks so as to 
encourage individuals and groups into generating new or modified ideas for the 
potential prominent opportunity (Koen, et al., 2001). During brainstorm sessions, 
groups are encouraged to generate new ideas and solutions through intensive and 
“freewheeling” discussion. We argue, when new ideas are systematically captured, they 
serve to clarify and “demystifying” the creative thinking process and by doing so it 
encourage the creation of new ideas; it allow individuals to build new thoughts from 
new perspectives. In this line, Coyne et al. (2007), suggest that idea generation can be 
enhanced when are oriented by procedures that ensure the ideas “will not get lost in a 
cosmos”. Further, sharing ideas refers to a second moment, when new ideas are 
evaluated and discussed by a cross-functional team or group. At this time, individuals or 
cross-functional team (e.g. Marketing and R&D) evaluation preliminary information 
recently collected based on their different skills. The information sharing is performed 
by informal conversation or dedicated committee meetings to refine the ideas by share 
the meaning of the new idea. Sethi et al. (2001) shows that cross-functional teams 
positive effect innovative tasks. Individuals are encouraged to freely share idea-related 
doubt and express concerns (Lovelance, Shapiro and Weingart, 2001). As the 
information is exchanged questions emerged and individuals are pushed to go beyond 
their knowledge “zone” to proper evaluate the new idea. This action results in a constant 
interaction among individuals to learn, discuss and combine information in order to 
understand the idea. Therefore, we assume that when systematic routines of capturing 
and sharing ideas are in place, individuals master their skills in creative thinking and 
establish a shared meaning of new information that increases the front-end performance. 
 



Second, systematic idea recoding is an important task to reduce uncertainty in cross-
functional tasks and, as such, serve as an essential task to increase the front-end 
performance. Idea recoding is a task where individuals or cross-functional team convert 
new idea in a preliminary concept by build up and turn down new “notion”. Idea 
recoding involves internal groups discussion to pre-evaluate ideas and based on that 
build a mental concept for further assessment. Leonard and Rayport (1997) suggest that 
skills to convert problems in ideas and later in solutions are crucial for innovation. They 
suggest that during the idea generation individuals typically focus on the desired 
outcomes, rather than on the root problem. Also, idea recoding is typically surrounded 
by uncertainty since there is often a lack of information. In this line, Verworn (2009) 
conducted a survey on 144 innovation projects in Germany and highlighted the 
importance to reduce uncertainty in the early activities of the front end, because it 
improves communication between individuals. Moreover, Van Riel et al., (2004) based 
on data of 251 service projects; suggest the innovation success is related to systematic 
reduction of decision-making uncertainty. Therefore we argue that systematic recoding 
ideas is a joint task where individuals are constantly involved in converting ideas into 
preliminary concepts.  
 
Third, systematic feedback on idea received is an important task to faster the idea 
clarification and, as such, serve as an essential task to increase the front-end 
performance. Systematic feedback is a dynamic iteration between idea submitter and 
idea receiver aiming an idea interpretation. High levels of communication are required 
to enhance the feasibility of the solutions that are proposed by the idea submitter. 
Vigorous the interaction between submitter and receiver accelerates the idea-recoding 
task since the submitter provides a broad range of details about idea and problem. 
Recent research on new product development activities underlined that dynamic 
exchange of information helps firms to accelerate the idea interpretation and by doing 
so enhance the innovation process (Sommer et al., 2015 and Cooper and Sommer, 
2016). 
 
Taken together, the preceding arguments lead to the question, why the relation between 
systematic idea generation and front-end performance is curvilinear rather than linear in 
small firms? In SMEs, decision making are typically centralized, bureaucracy is reduced 
is there is a greater dependent external skills. SMEs have also lack of financial 
resources and inferior technical skills (Maiolini and Naggi, 2011). We assume that one 
reason is that higher systematic idea generation results in higher front-end performance 
are because repetitive routines helps small firms to reduce exceed costs, eliminating 
redundant tasks and master core procedures. Those conditions higher the front-end 
performance, because during repetitive tasks firms tend to achieve lean and cost 
effective activities, by doesn’t wasting resources in unnecessary tasks. Therefore, we 
hypothesize the following: 
 

H1. Systematic idea generation has a curvilinear and positive relationship with 
front-end performance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Moderating effects of market-based partnership on the relationship between systematic 
idea generation and front-end performance. 
 
The concept of market-based partnership has long been central in innovation literature.  
Market-based partnership is defined as “actors with a close link with market, such as 
suppliers and customers” (Du et al., 2014, p.830). Collaboration with market-based 
partners during idea generation may result in several benefits. First, partnership with 
suppliers provides expertise and technological knowledge on advanced technologies 
available on the market of which an SME company do not have internally. Partnership 
with suppliers also enables individuals to minimize chances of design error when 
external knowledge is added and may also allow anticipating the moves of competitors 
(Sobrero and Roberts, 2002). Second, customers are typically rich source of market 
insight (Ulwick, 2002 and Woodruff, 1997), which feed idea generation by providing 
prominent ideas for future development. Customers also provide information about end 
user requirement, which improve the idea generation to better understand the market 
need. However, there may also a negative side on market-based partnership. Intense 
relations with suppliers and customers, without proper procedures, during idea 
generation may lead to opportunistic behaviour (Villena et al., 2011) and confidentiality 
issues (Gruner and Homburg, 2000). In addition, customers may focus too strongly on 
explicit wants rather than tacit needs, this making idea generation largely incremental in 
nature. Still, the positive effects of market-based partnership seem to outweigh the 
negative ones, especially for SMEs whose resources and capabilities may be limited.  
 
As already pointed out, when generating ideas SMEs rely on internal routines or 
routines that do include market-based partners. Partners may this contribute with new 
ideas through systematic activities. New ideas are then jointly examined, studied, 
discussed and developed (Koen et al., 2001). Such interaction with market-based 
partners can be viewed as an extended series of progressive tasks, which establish and 
enhance practices to structure idea generation activities. However, we argue that for 
market-based partnership to pay off, SMEs must first have systematic idea generation 
routines in place; otherwise it will be very difficult to capture and make use of the 
contributions of external partners. In particular, we hypothesise that at high degrees of 
systematic idea generation, high levels of market-based partnership substantially 
enhance front-end performance. Thus, we argue that market-based partnership 
moderates the curvilinear relationship between idea generation and front-end 
performance for the following reason:  
 
At high degree of systematic idea generation, market insights from customers and 
suppliers are proper structured, which leads to a higher front-end performance. 
Customers and suppliers are typically business organizations with abundant information 
about the market needs, marketing maturity, competitive intensity and regulatory 
changes. However, the information that comes from outside often lack in clarity and 
seldom come gift-wrapped. However, when small firms use systematic routines to 
capture ideas there is a greater probability that ideas and contributions from partners are 
comprehended. For example, during a meeting with a customer new insights concern a 
new product might emerge, but if sufficient routines are not in place this information 
might not be captured. By contrast, when systematic procedures are in place ideas 
market insights are proper arranged, reshaped, debated and developed.  
 

H2. Market-based partnership moderates the curvilinear relationship between idea 
generation and front-end performance. 



3. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD  

3.1 SURVEY AND SAMPLE 
 
To test the proposed hypotheses related to idea generation, market-based partnership 
and front-end performance, a postal survey of Swedish manufacturing SMEs in Sweden 
was undertaken. These sample firms were selected due three reasons. First, as a small 
economy, innovation is highly central to most firms in Sweden. According to the 
European Innovation Scoreboard (Global Innovation Index, 2015) and the Global 
Innovation Index, Sweden is a leader in innovation and technology, and innovation 
routines are salient to Swedish firms at all levels of the economy. Second, 
manufacturing SMEs in Sweden constitutes a large and important population, which fits 
the scope of undertaking a survey study with reasonable total sample firms. Finally, by 
narrowing the sample to a single industry we are able to avoid unnecessary “noise” in 
data due to industry factors (Westerberg, Singh and Häckner, 1997).  

3.2 DATA COLLECTION AND RESPONDENTS 

 
A Swedish business database (Infotorg Företag) containing all active firms in Sweden 
was used to obtain it. We employed two sampling constraints. First, the targeted firms 
should be SMEs according to the European Union definition, and thus have fewer than 
250 employees. Second, the target firm should be active, which was checking based on 
having reported a turnover during last years. Based on these criteria, we sampled 952 
SMEs.  
 
A self-administrated questionnaire was subsequently developed. To enhance external 
validity, the questionnaire was checked for any problems or irregularities, and was 
pretested on three CEOs and five academics. Based on the pilot survey, the 
questionnaire was finalized by moving the order of certain questions, providing 
additional explanations of the concepts, and adding information on respondent 
characteristics. The questionnaires addressed to CEO of SMEs, as they are able to 
provide holistic overview of the innovation activities within the firm (Parida et al., 
2012). The first contact was made via regular post, which included a cover letter, the 
questionnaire, and a prepaid return envelope. This was followed by two more reminders 
and phone calls to increase the response rate. The data collection was carried out during 
a period of 4 months (Nov 2015 – Feb 2016). In case of CEO was unavailability, 
respondents were asked to forward the questionnaire to R&D manager for correlated 
responsible also involved in front-end activities. Nine firms declined to participate or 
had failed to fill in complete information, which were excluded from the study. In total 
we received 138 usable and completed questionnaires, which represents a response rate 
of 14%. As the study targeted the CEOs of SMEs, it is expected to be quite low (Baruch 
and Holtom 2008).  
 

3.3 MEASUREMENTS AND ANALYSIS  
 
All constructs in this investigation refer to both systematic idea generation and front-
end performance. Accordingly, all measurement scales were based on previous 
variables tested and available in the literature.  
 



The dependent variable called front-end performance was composite by two variables 
into seven items, based upon previous work of Bertels et al. (2011) and Koen et al. 
(2014). Each item was designed to measure different aspects of the front-end 
performance: competitive advantage, delivery of strategic objectives and feasibility of 
projects concern to market needs and technical requirements. Minor changes were made 
to eliminate or alter ambiguous questions and phrasings and to eliminate not capturing 
the construct for which they were designed. These procedures helped to increase 
validity and provide a holistic perspective of the front-end performance. 
 
The independent variable, named systematic idea generation, was based on three items 
previously designed and tested by Koen et al. (2014). The moderator variable, named 
market-based partnership was motivated by previous research conducted Du et al. 
(2014) and Gesing et al. (2014). The complete measurement scales are included in 
appendix. Informants rated the dependent, independent, moderator factors on 7-point 
scales. The anchor points for all items were “I strongly disagree”(1) and “I strongly 
agree” (7). The control variables: firm age, size and shared capital were based on 
financial information database from the same firms. Prior studies have recognized these 
variables to be influential in the front-end innovation process. 
 
The analysis of the study was completed by a factor analysis and multiple regression 
analysis using SPSS as software. First, we made a confirmatory factor analysis to 
determine whether the dimensions idea generation, market-based partnership and front-
end performance were distinct constructs. Afterwards, we used conventional 
hierarchical regression analysis to test the relationships between idea generation and 
front-end performance and moderating influence of market-based partnership. 
Collinearity tests were performed to analyse to what extent each of the individual 
construct scores were dependent on the other construct scores. All variance inflation 
factor values were less than 1.7, which suggested multicollinearity was not a major 
problem (Hair et al. 2006). 

4. RESULTS 
The analysis showed that most variables overall have a good measurement properties. 
Table 1 presents the mean, standard deviations, and Pearson correlations for all the 
studied variables. The correlation matrix shows that the idea generation and market-
based partnership have positive and statistically significant bi-variate correlation to 
front-end performance. 
 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Matrix 
 

Variable Mean 
Std. 
Dev. Min. Max. 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Front-end Performance 4.26 1.06 1  6,43 1 
     2. Idea Generation 4.49 1.26 1 7  .650** 1 

    3. (Idea Generation)2 .99 1.45 .01  7.61 -.163  -. 40** 1 
   4. Market-based partnership 4,83 1,25 1 7  .510**  .498** -.22*  1 

  5. Firm Size (individuals) 43,21 34,06 1  231 .055  .004  .018  .033  1 
 6. Firm Age (years) 11,60 3,40 3   23 -.047 .100 -.082  .104  -.006  1 

7. Shared Capital (tkr) 2,E+4 1,E+5 0   1,E+6 .004  .036  -.037 .062  -.35**  .127  
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 levels 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 levels 

Hypotheses were tested using hierarchical regression analysis (see Table 2). This 
analysis has front-end performance as the dependent variable. In each regression, the 
control variables (firm age, firm size, shared capital) were entered in model 1. In the 



model 2, we include idea generation and idea generation squared. The model 3 includes 
controls, independent variables and interaction variables. Based on results presented in 
model 3, we find positive support for Hypothesis 1 (β= 0.119; p<0.05). This supports 
that hypothesis that systematic idea generation has a curvilinear and positive 
relationship with front-end performance. Likewise, Hypothesis 2 is also positively 
supported (β= 0.088; p<0.05), which indicates market-based partnership moderates the 
curvilinear relationship between idea generation and front-end performance. For better 
understanding of the moderation effect, we plot the relationships (see figure 1). The plot 
illustrates that the high levels of market-based partnership and high levels of idea 
generation leads to high front-end performance.  
 
Table 2. Regression Results 
 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
        
Firm Size (log) 0.065 0.054 0.041 

 
(0.089) (0.067) (0.064) 

Firm Age (log) -0.154 -0.324 -0.336* 

 
(0.265) (0.200) (0.190) 

Shared Capital (tkr) 3.18e-07 1.66e-07 4.19e-08 

 
(8.50e-07) (6.39e-07) (6.05e-07) 

Idea Generation (IG) 
 

0.710*** 0.516*** 

  
(0.072) (0.087) 

(Idea Generation)2 
 

0.079 0.119** 

  
(0.049) (0.060) 

Market-based Partnership (MBP) 
  

0.146* 

   
(0.086) 

Idea Generation x Market-based Partnership 
  

-0.009 

   
(0.081) 

(Idea Generation)2 x Market- based Partnership 
  

0.088** 

   
(0.045) 

Constant 0.139 0.489 0.555 

 
(0.704) (0.536) (0.508) 

    Observations 138 137 137 
R2 0.006 0.447 0.519 
Adjusted R2 -0.016 0.455  
Standard errors in parentheses 

   *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
    

Figure 1. Moderation effects of front-end performance 
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5. DISCUSSION 

 
The objective of this study is to examine the relation between systematic idea 
generation and front-end performance, and subsequently the moderation effect of 
market-based partners in this relation. In additional, using the Koen et al., (2014) study 
we hypothesise that systematic idea generation has a curvilinear and positive 
relationship with front-end performance, and further that market-based partnership 
(customers and suppliers) moderates the curvilinear relationship between idea 
generation and front-end performance. 
 
Our empirical results have provided strong support for the importance of systematic 
idea generation routines in the context of SMEs. We confirm that systematic 
organization routines have a positive effect on firm’s performance (Feldman and 
Pentland, 2003). Particularly, we found that idea generation has a curvilinear and 
positive relationship with front-end performance. Specifically, our findings also suggest 
that at high degree of systematic idea generation, market contributions from market-
based partnerships leads to a higher front-end performance, but in special conditions. 
This result highlight that market-based partnership is not favourable under all 
circumstances. Therefore, the contribution to idea generation by market-based partners 
does not pay off when SMEs are unsystematic regarding idea generation, but 
contributes strongly to performance when systematic idea generation routines are in 
place.  
 
Altogether, these results extend previously reported findings about the role of 
systematic routines on firm’s performance in SMEs context (Feldman and Pentland, 
2003, Koen et al., 2014, Parida et al., 2012). The findings are particularly relevant in 
light of a growing interest of academics in SMEs to understand how to benefit from 
market-based partners on idea generation activities.  

6. MANAGEMENT IMPLICATION 

 
Our findings encourage managers of SMEs to use systematic idea generation activities 
to enhance the front-end performance, as well as to cooperate with market-based 
partners to increase the front-end performance. However, our results emphasize that 
market-based partnership is not beneficial under all situations. Specifically, results show 
that the contributions to idea generation by market-based partners does not pay off when 
SMEs are unsystematic regarding idea generation, but contributes strongly to 
performance when systematic idea generation routines are in place. Doing so, the SMEs 
probably can reap benefits for collaborating with market-base partnerships in the idea 
generation tasks. 
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