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1. Introduction

The ability to introduce various concepts and 
business models is nowadays a prerequisite 
of the successful growth of enterprises’ 
competitiveness. This is to a large extent 
closely linked to the ability of enterprises to 
create, implement and disseminate a variety 
of innovative solutions. Therefore, today the 
challenge is the use of open innovation (OI). 
This applies not only to large organisations, but 
also to small and medium-sized enterprises. 
In order to implement open innovation, 
small and medium-sized enterprises need to 
effectively manage their own growth through 
the preparation of appropriate strategies and 
the development of a model that encompasses 
all changes, taking into account a number of 
factors related to the growth dynamics of this 
sector. It is understood that an appropriate 
organisational culture plays an important 
role in the implementation of innovation in 
this sector. There are many indications that 
a cultural mismatch and misunderstanding 
are the main reasons for major problems 
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related to the low level of implementation of innovation by small and medium-
sized enterprises. According to G. Aniszewska (2007, p.2), this is one of the 
reasons that can hinder the development of enterprises in the market. To be 
the driving force of the development of innovative small and medium-sized 
enterprises, organisational culture should be characterised by the elements 
related to innovativeness such as: a deliberate action aimed at infl ow and 
outfl ow of knowledge in order to increase innovativeness of enterprises, the 
ability of enterprises to continuously expand their markets to use new solutions, 
the use of internal and external knowledge, fl exibility of operation and transfer 
of knowledge to other entities. The main pillars of this sort of culture include 
(Disselkamp 2005, p. 67):
 professionalism, commitment, creativity, entrepreneurship and innovativeness, 
competitiveness,
 ability to quickly learn and acquire new skills,
 willingness to take risks and bear the responsibility,
 fl exibility in thinking and action,
 ambition, enthusiasm, fi ghting spirit, initiative, success,
 ability to predict the future.
In Poland, unfortunately, quite often small and medium-sized enterprises 

do not have suffi cient experience in the development of the so-called mature 
and technologically innovative organisational cultures characterised by 
the aforementioned features and values. Thus, the degree of the use of open 
innovation is also not high. It most often depends on the size of the company, 
the scale of innovation, the type of business activity, the duration of market 
presence and the geographical market. The reason for this state of affairs is often 
a lack of understanding of the role of organisational culture in the creation of 
pro-innovative activities.

The aim of the paper is to outline the issue of the impact of organisational 
culture on the development of the concept of open innovation in the sector 
of small and medium-sized enterprises. This objective was implemented 
successively by presenting the importance of organisational culture, describing 
the main principles of the concept of open innovation and attempting to defi ne 
the term of open organisational culture. The results of the analysis of secondary 
sources as well as the author’s own research experience indicate that the 
successful introduction of open innovation into the sector of small and medium-
sized enterprises is inextricably linked with their organisational culture. Thus, 
the formation of a new type of culture, the so-called open organisational culture, 
is crucial. 
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2. The importance of organisational culture 

Although the issue of organisational culture is a quite frequent subject of 
scientifi c discussion, an insuffi cient number of publications that combine the 
term with the concept of open innovation can be seen. Thus, an attempt will 
be made to point out the main cultural determinants that may infl uence/
or not the development of the concept of open innovation in the sector of 
small and medium-sized enterprises. Each enterprise that operates in its own 
environment has its ideological foundations whose acceptance in the given 
social environment is a prerequisite for its effective functioning. According to 
Cz. Sikorski (2002a, p. 22), this is one of the perceptions of organisational culture 
which results in the defi nition that “organisational culture creates behaviours 
stemming from cultural norms that promote behaviours which are a result of 
formal norms of the organisation and which complement, modify or represent 
them, or constitute their complete opposite”. It can be said therefore that each 
enterprise has its own organisational culture, and that it is the organisational 
culture which is a systemic feature of the organisation, creating a social system, 
and that the enterprise becomes organisational culture in the course of a 
complex process. Thus, organisational culture is understood as a common set of 
beliefs, values, norms and customs that control the behaviour of members of the 
organisation. It is specifi c to each organisation and shaped to a large extent by 
the management. Organisational culture is also refl ected in the apparent, as well 
as hidden, dimensions of the organisation and determines patterns of learning 
and interpreting the reality undergoing constant change (Chong, Goh, Eze 2009, 
p. 89; Kulkarni, Ravindran, Freeze 2007, p. 63; Wong 2005, p. 32; Yeh, Lai, Ho 
2006, p. 71).

An attempt to organise the concepts of organisational culture was made by 
L. Smircich (1983, 1987, pp. 339-358), who provided three possible methods of 
perception of this phenomenon. Firstly, according to this author, organisational 
culture is an independent variable, which is important for the study of the 
relationships existing between culture and the elements of the management 
process. From this perspective, it is an external factor that affects and infl uences 
the behaviour of the organisation’s employees. Secondly, organisational culture 
should be treated as an internal variable, which is an element of the organisation 
affected by many other organisational elements. This culture will have 
a signifi cant impact on the success of all activities undertaken by the organisation. 
Thirdly, organisational culture can be seen as an indigenous metaphor, in which 
the organisation is a culture. 
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At this point, it should be noted that along with the development and 
dynamic transformations in the environment in which small and medium-
sized enterprises operate, many changes occur, resulting in evolutionary 
or revolutionary change of their own organisational culture. Recognising 
this relationship underlines the understanding of organisational culture as 
a constantly ongoing, proactive process of constructing reality. Thus, it seems 
legitimate to say that the future of management of all organisations is related 
to their organisational culture. Often, making an attempt to explain a given 
phenomenon, one refers to culture, assuming that each organisation creates 
a specifi c culture whose elements, i.e. values, norms, behaviour patterns, 
symbols and myths, help to differentiate it from other organisations. These 
elements shape specifi c relationships between employees, between employees 
and the management as well as between the organisation and the environment, 
in response to the changes, allowing to distinguish members of one organisation 
from another. The above-mentioned principles – values – norms – attitudes 
form the main sequence of the components of organisational culture (Sikorski 
2002 a, p. 24 ). The formation of organisational culture is therefore based on the 
deliberate modifi cation of values and norms as well as the resulting patterns 
of behaviour, which should lead to new, cohesive and more effective - in these 
particular circumstances - transformations in the given organisational culture. 
This change applies to the relationships between the shaped values and the 
strategy as well the structure of the organisation, it also requires taking 
into account the culture of the society in which the organisation operates. 
Therefore, bearing this in mind, managers/owners must place emphasis on 
the relationship that exists between the success of the organisation and its 
organisational culture. Thus, using selected patterns of interpretation inherent 
in management concepts, one can consciously create cultures focused on the 
needs of the given organisation (Morgan 2006, p. 22). All these considerations 
confi rm therefore that organisational culture underlies all key processes that 
occur in the given organisation, as it is an element which - when properly 
managed - can help the processes by being their “catalyst” or can hinder them. 
Thus, organisational culture must be regarded as the foundations of numerous 
interactions that enable the implementation of new concepts in enterprises of 
this sector. 

Nowadays, in order to be  competitive in the market, small and medium-sized 
enterprises must be characterised by the organisational culture directly oriented 
towards development processes, i.e. they have to create attributes associated with 
the broadening of knowledge, fl exibility, creativity and, above all, openness to 
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innovative changes (Zakrzewska-Bielawska 2011, p. 317). Numerous researchers 
of cultural norms point to these features as elements that support innovativeness 
of enterprises (Paliszkiewicz 2007, pp. 43–50; Martins, Terblanche 2003, pp. 
64-74; Arad, Hanson, Schneider 1997, pp. 42-58; Matejuk 2005, p. 14; Purcarea, 
Benavides, Maria del Mar; Apetrei 2013, pp. 1096-1107).

The development of innovative organisational culture of small and 
medium-sized enterprises is affected by a number of external and 
internal factors. Internal factors include (Sikorski 2002 b, p. 74):
 personality traits of people that make up the given company,
 cultural traditions stemming from its history,
 existing organisational solutions,
 managers’ impact.
Internal factors operate on the principle of interdependence, creating 

a specifi c organisational culture of small and medium-sized enterprises. 
The accumulation of external factors is a result of the impact of the 
entire dynamically changing environment in which enterprises in this 
sector function. Internal and external factors can have a constructive 
or destructive impact, dependent on the way small and medium-sized 
enterprises operate in their environment. The innovative development 
therefore requires a mature internal potential of the enterprise, which is 
its strength, that will allow it to take advantage of the potential offered 
by the external environment. This ability will enable enterprises to 
strengthen their response to the risks arising from the dynamics of the 
environment.

3. Open innovation and an open organisational culture 

More than 23 million SMEs (2 million in Poland) operate nowadays 
in the European Union, constituting 99.8% of all businesses, employing 
almost 66% of all people employed in the private sector. The results
 of numerous studies point to the generally positive economic and social 
effects of their activities that translate into macroeconomic growth, increased 
innovativeness and the strengthening of competitiveness at the national 
and international level. Therefore, highly developed countries, business 
communities and non-profi t organisations, as well as commercial entities, seek 
to support their development through various initiatives. Thus, for more than 
20 years, innovation and innovativeness have come to be seen as a key source 
of business development, not only for large business organisations but also 
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for small and medium-sized enterprises. Today, the ability to build innovative 
concepts and business models is the main step in development activities 
undertaken by small and medium-sized enterprises. The concept of open 
innovation (OI), which is one of the essential elements determining the level 
of innovativeness of enterprises (including small and medium-sized ones), is 
part of this trend. This points  to the change in the paradigm of innovation, 
from the idea limited to the sole use of the enterprise’s internal potential 
(closed innovation) to the concept based on the exchange of knowledge and 
new solutions between the enterprise and its environment (open innovation). 
The concept of open innovation (OI), which appeared in 2003, was introduced 
to the management sciences by H. Chesbrough. According to the author, this 
concept is based on knowledge infl ow and outfl ow: from the environment to the 
enterprise (infl ow – exploration) and from the enterprise to the environment 
(outfl ow – the exploitation of the enterprise’s own resources) for the sake of 
innovative development resulting in launching new products (services) onto 
the market (Chesbrough 2006, p. 17). This concept shows interdependences 
that exist between the individual elements on the basis of the feedback 
relationship. According to H. Chesbrough, the model of open innovation 
involves the intentional use of fl ows of knowledge to accelerate internal 
innovation and entry to the market of external innovation. In addition, the 
paradigm assumes that enterprises can and should use external as well as 
internal ideas, striving to continuously improve their technology. According 
to H. Chesbrough (2006, p. 22), the model of open innovation is based on the 
following principles:
 innovative solutions can be found literary everywhere,
 company employees, small and medium-sized enterprises and universities are 
a valuable source of ideas for creating innovative solutions,
 innovative ideas must be also sought and acquired outside the enterprise,
 results of external R&D can create signifi cant value for the enterprise and its 
customers,
 conducting the enterprise’s own research is not a prerequisite to be a benefi ciary 
of commercialisation of technology,
 creating a better business model is more important than being fi rst in the 
market,
 the best results are achieved using both the enterprise’s own (internal) and 
other (external) ideas for innovative solutions,
 proper management of intellectual property is a key to success.
The main assumptions of model open innovation model are shown in fi gure 1.
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B.S. Tether and A. Tajar (2008) perceive the OI trend only as a one-way 
knowledge transfer, related to the exploration of the environment (this is 
characteristic particularly in relation to small and medium-sized enterprises), 
in which generally ideas and concepts treated by other (external) organisations 
as ones of little value are obtained. Certainly, however, the OI concept is a 
valuable source of access to new resources and talents, providing enterprises 
with opportunities for learning and commercialisation of innovative solutions 
implemented in their environment that directly or indirectly infl uence the 
creation of a competitive advantage. The said exploration of the environment 
by small and medium-sized enterprises results mainly from a lack of available 
resources, thus a relatively low tendency of these entities to conduct their own 
R&D activities, which is refl ected mainly in their rather poor offer addressed 
to external partners, such as large organisations, universities, research centres, 
and other small and medium-sized enterprises. This situation is indicated by 
numerous studies conducted in this fi eld (Adamik, Szymańska 2016, p. 6-7). 
Therefore, small and medium-sized enterprises should place special emphasis 
on cooperation with organisations in their environment that could support their 
own development, e.g.: within partnering networks that constitute a rich source 
of inspiration in the area of new technological solutions (Vrande, Jeroen de Jong, 
Vanhaverbrke, de Rochemont 2009, pp. 423-437). 
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A  departure from the concept of closed innovation (where the process 
of introducing innovative changes is subject to strict control within the 
organisation and is based on available internal resources) for the sake of open 
innovation can be seen (Stanisławski 2014, p. 173). It turns out that the superiority 
of the enterprise’s market advantage is increasingly determined by the speed 
of deployment (aiming to keep ahead of the competition) rather than 
locking itself within its own organisational structure and conducting its own 
research (often stretched over time), which does not always guarantee market 
success. 

Thus, it is necessary to encourage small and medium-sized enterprises to 
express even greater openness, manifested in cooperation and exchange 
of experience in the framework of various local or regional initiatives taking 
place between the sphere of business, science, public administration and even 
the society (Deering, Murphy 2003). In addition, the departure from closed 
models, which were often used in this sector, is a result of very dynamic 
changes in the environment. As a result, small and medium-sized enterprises 
should manifest openness in various layers of management, among others, 
in creating innovative concepts and business models. The development 
of innovation potential, however, is impossible without taking specifi c action. 
Moreover, innovation becomes a prerequisite in the situation of dynamic 
changes in the environment. The implementation of ideas and concepts also 
requires operating effi ciency from this sector, i.e. the ability to translate 
the strategy into processes, systems and structures, as well as appropriate 
responses to unexpected situations. Studies also indicate that the other three 
factors are not suffi cient if the enterprise is not characterised by a particular 
organisational culture. If an organisation seeks an increase in its effi ciency 
and wants to prepare and go through a process of change, it is crucial to look 
at it from the perspective of the dominant organisational culture. Then, it is 
necessary to determine what cultural profi le would be the most desirable and 
prepare a plan of action to modify the existing culture. Thus, changes of the 
traditionally perceived organisational culture of small and medium-sized 
enterprises leading towards the so-called open culture, i.e. the culture which 
integrates the enterprise’s participants in this sector, namely owners, managers 
and employees, around innovative actions and the culture which will promote 
knowledge expansion, fl exibility, creativity and, above all openness, become 
particularly important (Dobini 2008, p. 544). 

For the purpose of the publication and the verifi cation of the paper objectives, 
an attempt to defi ne the term “open organisational culture” was made. An open 
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organisational culture is the type of culture that is characterised by the so-
called open space, which refers to the willingness to change (open innovation), 
high tolerance of uncertainty and fl exibility of operation (Szymańska 2014, 
p. 530). Open space includes businesses activities related to the creation of 
broad networks of cooperation with the entire environment. This openness 
should therefore apply not only to customers, suppliers but also competitors, 
in fact, simply to enterprises that have complementary capabilities and do not 
hesitate to use them in cooperative relations with other sectors. Willingness to 
introduce innovative changes is associated with the ability of enterprises to 
incorporate and organise activities related to the occurrence of new factors in 
the environment in order to reduce the risk of making errors and take advantage 
of emerging opportunities. High tolerance of uncertainty will be associated 
with having adequate knowledge by both managers and employees explaining 
the given phenomenon which requires some sort of action or solution. 94% 
of senior management representatives claim that people and organisational 
culture are the most important factor increasing innovativeness (Lou Gerstner, 
IBM- www.ibm.com/lvg/ access: 10.01.2016). Flexibility of operation is an 
important feature/trait of the modern enterprise which consciously and 
successfully deals with the situation of dynamic changes in the environment. 
As can be seen, the proposed defi nition of an open organisational culture is 
closely linked with the principles of open innovation. In this concept, what 
becomes particularly important is the process of change leading towards an 
open organisational culture which: fosters cooperation, provides freedom, 
is open to the environment, makes use of employees’ potential, is tolerant of 
errors, is focused on the vision and the strategy, at the same time ensuring 
discipline, and integrates the enterprise’s participants, i.e. owners, managers 
and employees, around new activities. An open organisational culture will 
therefore constitute “the backbone of every business”,  development, allowing 
to introduce the concept of open innovation in an adaptive manner. Simply 
put: “an open organisational culture equals open innovation”. The key effect of 
these changes will therefore be the ability to introduce open innovation, and 
ultimately the desired business development. 

4. Conclusions

The above-presented considerations lead to the conclusion that there is 
a close link between organisational culture and the level of absorption of open 
innovation in small and medium-sized enterprises. In order for this process to 
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become an indicator of the success of entrepreneurial activity in this sector, all 
barriers must be eliminated and all available stimulants activated. To do this, an 
open organisational culture, which will motivate to innovate, needs to be built. 
This culture must be characterised by the focus on the development, commitment 
and dynamism on the part of all employees as well as by being integrated with 
the company’s objectives, being pro-innovative, open to change and cooperation 
with the environment. It is therefore reasonable for organisational cultures 
of small and medium-sized enterprises to open up to the widely understood 
open innovation. This requires, however, for managers/the owner to notice 
opportunities provided by external determinants, at the same time creating 
internal opportunities generated by the enterprise itself. This depends largely 
on the degree of awareness of owners of small and medium-sized enterprises 
who should implement changes in this area in an evolutionary rather than 
revolutionary manner. To sum up, in order to be successful in the market, small 
and medium-sized enterprises need to strive to build an innovation-oriented 
and at the same time open organisational culture. Conducting further, in-depth 
studies assessing the impact of the existing organisational culture of the sector 
of small and medium-sized enterprises on their propensity for open innovation 
seems an interesting undertaking.  

Summary
Organisational culture as a factor in the development of open 
innovation - the perspective of small and medium-sized 
enterprises
The ability to introduce various concepts and business models is 
nowadays a prerequisite of creating a competitive advantage. This 
is to a large extent closely linked to the ability of enterprises to 
create, implement and disseminate a variety of innovative solutions. 
Today the use of open innovation is a necessity. This applies not 
only to large organisations, but also to small and medium-sized 
enterprises. In order to implement open innovation, small and 
medium-sized enterprises need to effectively manage their own 
growth through the preparation of appropriate strategies and the 
development of a model that encompasses all changes, taking into 
account a number of factors related to the growth dynamics of this 
sector. It is understood that an appropriate organisational culture 
plays an important role in the implementation of innovation in 
the sector of small and medium-sized enterprises. There are 
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many indications that a cultural mismatch and misunderstanding 
are the main reasons for major problems related to the low 
level of implementation of innovation by small and medium-
sized enterprises. The aim of the paper is to outline the issue of 
the impact of organisational culture on the development of the 
concept of open innovation in the sector of small and medium-
sized enterprises. 

Keywords:  organisational culture, open innovation, small and medium-sized enterprises.

Streszczenie 
Kultura organizacyjna jako czynni rozwoju open innovation – 
perspektywa małych i średnich przedsiębiorstw
Warunkiem kształtowania przewagi konkurencyjnej 
przedsiębiorstw jest dziś umiejętność wprowadzania różnych 
konceptów i modeli biznesowych. Duża większość z nich ściśle 
związana jest ze zdolnością przedsiębiorstwa do tworzenia, 
wdrażania i upowszechnienia różnych innowacyjnych  rozwiązań. 
Koniecznością jest dziś stosowanie otwartych innowacji. Dotyczy 
to nie tylko dużych organizacji, ale także małych i średnich 
przedsiębiorstw. Aby małe i średnie przedsiębiorstwa wdrażały 
otwarte innowacje konieczne jest efektywne zarządzanie ich 
rozwojem przez przygotowanie odpowiednich strategii oraz 
opracowanie modelu wszelkich zmian przy uwzględnieniu 
wielu czynników odnoszących się do dynamiki ich rozwoju. 
Przyjmuje się, że istotną rolę we wdrażaniu innowacyjności 
w sektorze małych i średnich fi rm odgrywa odpowiednia kultura 
organizacji. Wiele bowiem wskazuje na to, iż istotną przyczyną 
głównych problemów związanych z niskim stopniem wdrażania 
innowacyjności do małych i średnich fi rm jest niedopasowanie 
i niezrozumienie kulturowe. Celem niniejszego opracowania 
jest przedstawienie zarysu problematyki wpływu kultury 
organizacyjnej na rozwój koncepcji open innovation w sektorze 
małych i średnich przedsiębiorstw. 

Słowa 
kluczowe:  kultura organizacyjna, open innovation, małe i średnie przedsiębiorstwa.
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