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Abstract Research on knowledge spillovers (KS) has each been the subject of much
scholarly attention, but has mostly been considered independently rather than in
combination with each other important issue – strategic entrepreneurship (SE). The
purpose of this special issue is to integrate these two approaches and to develop theory
in addition to empirically investigate the phenomenon inspiring future research on the
topic. This paper draws on the knowledge spillover-based strategic entrepreneurship in
a multilevel context, examines the logic of the approach, and introduces the special
issue by summarizing the papers contributions. Future research suggestions from the
papers included in the special journal issue are also discussed and explained.
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Introduction

Knowledge is a core asset and resource for firms that when inappropriately spilled over
can endanger their competitive positions in the marketplace (Perri and Peruffo 2016).
Knowledge spillovers (KS) are Bunintentional flows of knowledge from one network
party to another^ (Ko and Liu 2015: 663) and differ from other types of knowledge
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transfer as there is no deliberate action to obtain the knowledge as it happens by chance
(Audretsch and Keilbach 2007). This means for KS to develop there are no specified
agreements but rather it is the result of context. As some knowledge is hard to
communication and share it depends on the situation as to whether a firm can capitalize
on the KS (Acs et al. 2009). KS are becoming more important to entrepreneurship due
to their role in product and process innovations (Lee et al. 2016). In this introduction to
the special journal issue we define knowledge spillover-based strategic entrepreneur-
ship (SE) as unintentional knowledge flows that can be used for strategic purposes to
network entities other than the creators for innovative, risk taking, proactive and
competitive business reasons.

As the research on KS has increased significantly we are proposing in this special
journal issue that it needs to focus more on strategic entrepreneurial behavior in order to
advance the literature. This will help widen the scope of KS to emphasize how
entrepreneurial knowledge is used strategically to enable wiser business decisions. This
enables us to contribute to the entrepreneurship and management literature by extend-
ing the current view of KS by implementing a strategic base for firm-level actions. By
doing so, we improve the way firms utilize KS by emphasizing the strategic benefits
particularly for entrepreneurial initiatives.

Prior research has discussed the knowledge spillover theory of entrepreneurship but
we develop a framework for knowledge spillover-based SE to encourage more research
that looks into planned behavior that can be used for competitiveness in the global
marketplace. This enables us to contribute to the literature about KS by exploring the
way it can be integrated into a strategic perspective. By doing so, we highlight how KS
to be successful need to be strategically used in an entrepreneurial manner.

Before discussing the papers in the special journal issue it is important to highlight
the important role knowledge plays in entrepreneurship. Knowledge is the way entre-
preneurs evaluate opportunities and recognize whether they can contribute to business
growth. Yang et al. (2010) in a seminal paper indicated that knowledge can be retrieved
after it has been spilled over and the learning process can involve both the originator
and recipient of the knowledge. Therefore, the inadvertent spillover of knowledge to
other firms is a risk that needs to be managed in a strategic manner.

KS can be evaluated in terms of magnitude, scope and speed, which is important to
understanding whether they have strategic value to a firm (Perri and Peruffo 2016). In
terms of magnitude, some KS may be large meaning trade sensitive information is
obtained by others that can be used for their competitive advantage. Other KS may be
on a smaller scale and continual in nature meaning the information can be used
depending on a firm’s strategy. The scope of the KS will differ from details about a
specific technology to more complex information relating to the industry. The speed of
the KS will affect strategy as time sensitive information is obtained.

The benefit of KS it that firms can be more strategically entrepreneurial with less
effort and costs (Lee et al. 2016). There are a variety of ways knowledge is spilled over
including workers moving between firms and learning from network associations
(Medda and Piga 2007). Knowledge that spills over from its source can be utilized
by entrepreneurs (Ghio et al. 2015). Despite the usage of the knowledge spillover
theory of entrepreneurship there are still gaps and missing areas (Qian and Acs 2013).
Ghio et al. (2015:2) in explaining the emergence of the knowledge spillover theory of
entrepreneurship states it as Bthe creation of a new venture is a response to
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opportunities stemming from knowledge generated and not commercially exploited by
incumbent firms or academic research institutions^.

KS and SE have been identified as critical to the process of creative destruction and
creative construction (Agarwal et al. 2007; Ferreira et al. 2017) through which firms,
industries, regions, and economies create and rejuvenate themselves (Fernandes et al.
2013). How firms combine entrepreneurial action that creates new opportunities with
strategic action that generates competitive advantage is a fundamental question in the
emerging field of SE and management studies (Hitt et al. 2002). The literature that
associates KS to SE emphasizes that incumbent organizations are an important source
of new entrants, particularly when they underutilize the knowledge they create
(Agarwal et al. 2004; Klepper 2007; Fernandes and Ferreira 2013). In identifying the
role of KS to organizations, SE is a key mechanism behind the process of creative
construction. This is due to there being a symbiotic relationship between individuals
and their knowledge environments; and co-creators of knowledge may each be able to
appropriate the value (Suseno and Ratten 2007; Ratten 2011; Light and Dana 2013;
Ferreira et al. 2016).

The mechanism of KS-SE inspires the process of creative construction, where
linkages to extant knowledge translate, through the founders, to firm level capabilities,
growth, and competitive advantage (Agarwal et al. 2010). Additionally, the effect of
individual, organizational, and environmental factors on the incidence and type of KS-
SE has not been fully developed at the literature (Perri and Peruffo 2016). KS and SE
has each been the theme of much academic attention, but have largely been considered
separately rather than in conjunction with each other. This special journal issue seeks to
merge traditional and modern perspectives in KS-SE by exploring different levels and
how it relates to the management field. At the individual level, there is a need to
reconcile KS-SE with the parallel stream of literature that examines KS through
employee mobility. At the organizational level, the effect of parent status and capabil-
ities on the KS-SE should be examined. Finally, at the environmental-level, the
contingency conditions and technological intensity of the industry and/or region needs
more attention.

We are confident that this special journal issue will help increase interest in the
knowledge spillover theory of entrepreneurship by proposing it should be studied from
a more SE perspective. This will help add to the conversation about KS by encouraging
more researchers to focus on the strategic dimensions. To shed light on these issues, we
have selected seven papers for this special issue in order to build upon and add to KS
and SE literature. These papers are introduced in section 3, after section 2 that sets the
KS-SE theoretical background.

Special issue papers

The articles selected for this special issue convey to various degrees the insights we
have previously mentioned. The first paper, written by Dennis Lyth Frederiksen and
Alexander Brem, entitled BHow do entrepreneurs think they create value? A scientific
reflection of Eric Ries’ lean startup approach^, discusses about how entrepreneurs
create and capture value and they investigate the merits and characteristics of the
methods detailed by Ries through a comparison with leading theories and empirical
evidence found in the scientific literature.
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The second paper entitled BThe effect of university and regional knowledge spill-
overs on firms’ performance: an analysis of the Spanish USOs^ written by María Jesús
Rodríguez-Gulías, David Rodeiro-Pazos and Sara Fernández-López, test the hypothesis
that the regional and university contexts may partly determine university spin-off
(USO) growth, together with firms’ internal resources. By adopting an interactionist
approach, they found that firm-specific characteristics are important for explaining
USO growth, but that regional context also matters.

The third paper BAsymmetric information as a barrier to knowledge spillovers in
expert markets^, written by Daniel Feser and Till Proeger, barriers to effective knowl-
edge spillovers for markets in which the product can be characterized as a credence
good is investigated. The authors focus on the German market for energy efficiency
consultants, as an emerging and subsidized sector in which the service offered has
strong credence good properties. They conclude that access to certification schemes
should be further restricted to increase market transparency and private networks
should be supported to achieve the aim of increasing KS.

The fourth paper, entitled BStrategic entrepreneurship and knowledge spillovers:
Spatial and aspatial perspectives^ written by Sam Tavassoli, Lars Bengtsson, and
Charlie Karlsson, investigates the types of KS and what they imply for various
dimensions of SE. The authors argue that spatial KS play a major role in increasing
the amount of ‘inputs’ dimension of SE, whilst the aspatial knowledge plays the major
role not only for ‘inputs’, but also for ‘rresource orchestration’ dimension.

In the fifth paper, entitled BUncorking knowledge - purposeful spillovers as a
strategic tool for capability enhancement in the cork industry ,̂ Soumodip Sarkar
analyses the value creative potential of knowledge spillover strategies, in which a
selected body of knowledge is purposefully and strategically disclosed to competitors.
The cork industry provides the framing, where most firms have limited innovation
capabilities in an industry under threat from rival alternative technologies.

The sixth paper, written by Johanna Gast, Arndt Werner and Sascha Kraus and
entitled BAntecedents of the small firm effect: The role of knowledge spillover and
blocked mobility for employee entrepreneurial intentions^ takes a closer look at the
knowledge spillover model and the blocked mobility approach, assuming that both, the
knowledge spillover as well as the blocked mobility effect matter for the individual’s
decision to enter entrepreneurship. They test how the likelihood to engage in entrepre-
neurial activity is related to specific management positions in different firm sizes,
taking into account possible knowledge spillover and blocked mobility effects.

Finally, Veland Ramadani, Hyrije Abazi-Alili, Léo-Paul Dana, Gadaf Rexhepi and
Sadudin Ibraimi with the paper entitled BThe impact of knowledge spillovers and
innovation on firm performance: Findings from the Balkans countries^ focus on a
new approach on investigating KS and innovation activities and how affect firm-
performance. The authors argue that innovation activities are endogenously related to
firm performance, and that the performance of firms is influenced by KS and innova-
tion activities among other firm characteristics.

Conclusion and future research directions

The objective of this special journal issue is to demonstrate the need for further and
renewed attention in KS-SE research. We have highlighted some reasons why this
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phenomenon constitutes a natural field of investigation for entrepreneurship and
management research. Papers included on this special issue provide a comprehensive
illustration of the driving factors to be accounted for when attempting to understand
KS-SE relationships, as well as methodological approaches to analyzing the phenom-
enon along various relevant dimension and levels. Both concepts of KS and SE are
intrinsically related, and examining issues at their interface is key to understanding the
complexity of this research field. We have presented an incomplete list of research
issues, which may require new theoretical perspectives or fresh empirical insights on
issues related to KS-SE.

The papers in this special journal issue provide interesting research emphasizing the
SE perspective of KS. Most previous research has emphasized the general entrepre-
neurship role that KS have but we are emphasizing the strategic nature of this behavior.
This helps account for both the positive and negative effects of KS from a competitive
perspective. Lee et al. (2016) suggest that the size of KS can result from cultural and
internationalization factors. This may lead to a direction for new research looking into
knowledge spillover-based strategic entrepreneurship. It would be of interest for future
studies to investigate in more depth the different strategies utilized by firms to harness
the value of KS. This is important to enhancing our understanding about the complexity
of the knowledge spillover process and how firms can strategize to obtain more relevant
and useful knowledge.

Future research can include the topics of global talent management and knowledge
spillover-based SE to see the role human capital plays in investment of competitively
relevant business ventures. The role of KS and corporate entrepreneurship or other
forms of strategic action needs to be researched more deeply. This means more research
can utilize SE when evaluating KS and encourage further study. In addition, this special
journal issue helps develop knowledge spillover-based strategic entrepreneurship as a
theoretical framework adding to the existing knowledge spillover theory of entrepre-
neurship. This helps to highlight the legitimacy of taking an interdisciplinary perspec-
tive to KS, which makes it possible for further entrepreneurship scholars to assess the
strategic reasons for this behavior.

We have helped to fill the gap in the literature about KS and strategy by focusing on
global competitiveness. We hope future research will explore further how social
enterprises differ in their use of KS to determine the strategies they use to obtain
information. In addition, the process of knowledge spillover-based strategic entrepre-
neurship needs to be contextualized in terms of how it is influenced by regulatory,
institutional and political norms. This means research is needed on emerging, transition
and developed economies to see the direct and indirect effects of knowledge spillover-
based strategic entrepreneurship. Therefore, entrepreneurship scholars need to be
cognizant of advancing the literature on KS by incorporating more strategic
approaches.

Some of these research issues are already subject of close examination, though much
work remains to be done. How do organizational strategies that differ on the continuum
of open versus closed systems of innovation affect spatial KS and SE? Are there
differences between the effect of market and nonmarket channels of knowledge transfer
on SE? Future research should also more deeply investigate KS-SE in different sectors
(professional and technological) where spillovers effects are not likely to behave in the
same way. Although they are often knowledge intensive thus suggesting that the
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knowledge that could potentially spill onto local and regional firms is an interesting
future research area. Furthermore, this special journal issue suggests that services are
less likely to stimulate the expansion of connections and collaborations which implies
tighter spillover networks.

Scholars in this area should be alert that advancing this literature by trying to fill
these gaps is an intimidating task. It requires taking a wider set of appropriate research
methods and accessing very sensitive data regarding how firms manage and spill over
knowledge. We expect this special journal issue to be more of an auspicious new
foundation rather than the final word in a greatly abundant area of research. In
particular, there exists considerable scope for academic work that scrutinizes the
underlying cause-and-effect mechanisms, the processes through which KS- SE mani-
fest themselves, and the implications in terms of micro, meso, and macro-level data and
methodologies for the complex KS-SE spatial orchestration.
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