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The Erasmus+ INTernational ENtrepreneurship Skills Europe 
(INTENSE) project started in September 2016 and it is aimed at 
achieving targets set out in the “Agenda for the modernisation 
of Europe’s higher education systems” by improving the quality 
and relevance of higher education, by promoting mobility and 
cross-border cooperation, and by linking higher education, re-
search and business sectors.

The objective of the project was to develop and implement an 
innovative and complex teaching module on internationaliza-
tion of SMEs, in order to boost entrepreneurial behaviour and 
internationalization of students, HEI staff and SMEs. This leads 
to increasing employability of both HEI students and HEI uni-
versity staff, and to a better understanding of the process of in-
ternationalization of SMEs by students and SMEs.

The main project partners are five HEIs from five European 
countries: Hochschule für Technik und Wirtschaft Berlin, Ger-
many, Turku University of Applied Sciences, Finland, Hogeschool 
Utrecht, the Netherlands, University Colleges Leuven-Limburg, 
Belgium and Josip Juraj Strossmayer of Osijek, Faculty of Eco-
nomics in Osijek, Croatia.

Innovation competences and versatile international skills can 
be boosted through education, but this requires consideration 
of qualitative and practical learning environments and utiliza-
tion of active learning and new teaching methods. Teachers 
are key players in supporting students’ innovation-oriented ac-
tion, which demands changing the traditional teacher-centred 
approach. International university-company cooperation as 

a learning environment enhances not only students’ but also 
teachers’ and SMEs’ innovation competences, entrepreneurial 
skills and knowledge about internationalization. International 
university-company cooperation can offer new innovative ideas 
and support for internationalization of SMEs’ business activities. 

Based on project activities, four groups of stakeholders (stu-
dents, HEIs, SMEs and policy makers (ministries of education, 
science, economy, etc.)) are identified, and different recommen-
dations for the development of the defined areas are made. At 
HEIs level, there is need for: financial support for similar proj-
ects connecting students, HEIs and the business sector, lifelong 
learning (LLL) programmes on internationalization for SMEs, 
joint (two or more HEIs together) master level programmes on 
business internationalization taught in English. Areas for im-
provement at the student level are: “learning by doing” type of 
programmes – working with real cases (companies), obligato-
ry internships as an important part of study programmes, and 
combining other (e.g. language(s) course(s)) with these types of 
projects. The SMEs level requires creation of specific educational 
programmes on internationalization and a solution for financ-
ing parts of the internationalization process and matchmaking 
activities. The project also resulted in policy recommendations 
aimed at ministries of education and ministries of economy and 
entrepreneurship, and they include suggestions for an easier 
and faster process of changing curricula and support involve-
ment of the business sector in curricula development (ministry 
of education); financial support for educational programmes on 
internationalization of SMEs and matchmaking activities (min-
istry of economy/entrepreneurship).
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This policy recommendation book is one of several outputs of the project 
INTENSE. Policy recommendations are the result of project activities and 
feedback received from all participating stakeholders. The goal of this pub-
lication is to give an overview of all project activities and help HEIs (students 
and teachers), businesses and policy-makers to make their programmes on 
internationalization more efficient.

The authors would like to thank all project INTENSE partners (Hochschule 
für Technik und Wirtschaft Berlin, Turku University of Applied Sciences, Ho-
geschool Utrecht and University Colleges Leuven-Limburg) for their help 
and contributions during the process of writing this policy proposal.
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Business internationalization has been a top-
ic of interest for both researchers and prac-
titioners for many years. Internationalization 
can be simply defined as geographical ex-
pansion of economic activities over a national 

country’s border (Ruzzier et al., 2006). Although interna-
tionalization is usually associated with large companies, 
which are present on the global market, internationaliza-
tion of small and medium enterprises becomes more im-
portant because of the importance of SMEs in any econo-
my. In the European Union, 99.8% of businesses are small 
and medium enterprises, and they account for 66.6% of 
total employment (European Commission, 2017). The 
need for internationalization is especially present in small 
economies because the domestic market is too small for 
companies to grow and sustain their competitive advan-
tage and profitability.

Companies, small or big, are motivated to internationalize 
their business due to reasons such as

•	 necessity and/or possibility to increase their sales,
•	 to diversify their operations and associated risks,
•	 to get closer to their customers,
•	 to reduce costs of production, labour and/or supply,
•	 to compensate for decline or saturation in the do-

mestic market, and
•	 wish to grow, and limitations of domestic market. 

Although the above-mentioned reasons are 
perfectly reasonable, most companies see in-
ternationalization as a risky strategy because 
it forces the company to change the normal 
way of doing business (i.e. customer wants 

products or services in a foreign country, margin deteri-
oration, etc.) and to enter an unknown, ambiguous and 
unsecure environment. 

An abundance of SMEs still mainly depends on the do-
mestic market; moreover, they are still not even consid-
ering the possibility to internationalize, due to insufficient 
knowledge, competences, and lack of support (Costa et 
al., 2015). If they do decide to internationalize, they often 
encounter numerous obstacles. The European Commis-
sion has recognized the importance and need for inter-
nationalization of small and medium enterprises, and 
consequently it is striving to support and aid this process. 
One example of such support is INTENSE, an Erasmus+ 
project, financed by the EU, with several goals: 

•	 to develop and implement an innovative and com-
plex teaching module between HEIs and SMEs, 

•	 to stimulate entrepreneurial behaviour and interna-
tionalization of students, HEI staff and SMEs, and

•	 to help SMEs understand internationalization and 
find ways to act accordingly.
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Internationalization of small and medium enterprises has 
been a topic of interest for both researchers and practi-
tioners for many years. Internationalization is a process of 
creating business networks in different countries, through 
expansion, penetration or integration (Johnson and 
Vahlne, 1990), or it can be simply defined as geographical 
expansion of economic activities over a national country’s 
border (Ruzzier et al., 2006). 

One of the most important reasons why internationaliza-
tion of small and medium enterprises is such an imper-
ative to research and understand lies in the significance 
of small and medium enterprises for the economy of ev-
ery country. In the European Union, 99.8% of businesses 
are small and medium enterprises, and they account for 
66.6% of total employment (European Commission, 2017). 
Internationalization is a way for SMEs to grow, and it has 
an important role in maintaining and improving the com-
pany competitiveness. By improving the competitiveness 
of SMEs, internationalization can lead to improvement of 
economic performance at national and European level 
(European Commission, 2014). The need for internation-
alization is especially present in small economies because 
the domestic market is too small for SMEs to grow and 

broaden the scope of their business. Aside from the need 
to sustain and grow their business, it is almost impossible 
for SMEs to survive without taking into consideration the 
risks and opportunities coming from foreign and global 
competition (Ruzzier et al., 2006). Sources of motivation 
of SMEs to internationalize can be segmented in the fol-
lowing way: (a) entrepreneurial factor – seeking growth; 
(b) push factor – shortage of opportunities on domestic 
markets; (c) pull factor – potential opportunities on for-
eign markets; (d) chance factor – suitable circumstances 
on foreign markets (Daszkiewicz and Wach, 2012).

There are several essential views on how SMEs interna-
tionalize (Coviello and McCauley, 1999; Ruzzier et al., 2006; 
Kuivalainen et al., 2012; Olejnik, 2014): 

•	 Process Model, 

•	 Network Model, 

•	 Born Global, and 

•	 International Entrepreneurship.
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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In the first years, internationalization research was focused on internationalization in phases (Uppsala Model) or incremen-
tal internationalization (Johanson and Vahlne, 1977). These theories were referred to as process models of internationaliza-
tion. The main postulate of this model is that internationalization is a process which is developed incrementally, in following 
phases: 

Another important model is the Innovation-Related Model, which states that internationalization is somehow an innovation 
of the firm (Andersen, 1993). Both approaches support incremental internationalization, because there is not enough rele-
vant or experiential knowledge and there is a lot of uncertainty in the process (Andersen, 1993).

As an upgrade of the Uppsala Model, researchers have developed the Network Model, which says internationalization is 
a growth process, which is achieved through social and business relationships developed over time (Barbosa et al., 2005). 
After strong evidence showed the importance of networks, Johanson and Vahlne (2009), the authors of the Uppsala Model, 
updated their original model. New contributions to the model relate to new knowledge that is created from network rela-
tionships and recognizing opportunities from those relationships. 
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However, there are companies that have de-
cided to internationalize since the early be-
ginning. Those companies are called Born 
Globals. This theory is based on three crucial 
assumptions: there are market conditions 

that enable this, there are tremendous technological ad-
vancements in the environment, to which people have 
access, and through which they gain multiple knowledge 
and skills, especially owners of such companies (Madsen 
and Servais, 1997).

The most recent approach to internationalization of small 
and medium enterprises is the International Entrepre-
neurship Model, which emerged at the intersection of 
internationalization and entrepreneurship research. Inter-
national entrepreneurship can be defined as behaviour 
based on innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking, 
which crosses national borders with the intention of cre-
ating value in an organization (McDougall and Oviatt, 
2000). Additionally, it means that it is a process of creative 
seeking and seizing opportunities outside of the domes-
tic market, with the goal of sustainable competitive ad-
vantage (Zahra and George, 2002).

 For SMEs, internationalization can be very difficult and 
challenging. The abundance of SMEs still mainly depends 
on the domestic market; moreover, they are still not even 
considering the possibility to internationalize, due to in-
sufficient knowledge, competences, and lack of support 
(Costa et al., 2015). Furthermore, even if they do decide 
to internationalize, they often encounter numerous ob-
stacles. SMEs need to decide about the time, mode and 
scope of their internationalization, considering different 
internal and external factors (Olejnik, 2014). The Europe-
an Commission has recognized the importance and need 
for internationalization of small and medium enterprises, 
and consequently it is striving to support and aid this pro-
cess. Even in the Small Business Act (SBA), internation-
alization is stated as one of the means for encouraging 
development of SMEs in order to benefit from the growth 
of global markets. In that process, they need support and 
mentoring.  
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The most often mentioned reasons for internationalization of SMEs are shown in Picture 1.

Picture 1.  Reasons for internationalization

The first three reasons are the reasons why companies internationalize their business, and the last one is connected to all of 
them – gaining knowledge is a consequence of internationalization, but it also needs to precede the process of internation-
alization. Without knowledge of the market and customers to which company plan to sell its product/service, the process 
of internationalization cannot succeed. Internationalization helps companies become more competitive in the domestic 
market too. 

Taking advantage from 
development and growth 

of other markets

Moving activities in  
value chaing into more 

competitive areas

Taking advantage  
from economies of  

scale

Gaining knowledge  
about clients and  

markets
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The project “INTENSE – INTernational ENtrepreneurship Skills Europe“ corresponds to targets set in the “Agenda for the 
modernisation of Europe’s higher education systems” by improving the quality and relevance of higher education, by pro-
moting mobility and cross-border cooperation, and by linking higher education, research and business.

Intense team at Turku University of Applied Sciences, August 2017 (source: TUAS Turku)
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The objective of the project is to develop and implement an 
innovative and complex teaching module between HEIs and 
SMEs, in order to stimulate entrepreneurial behaviour and in-
ternationalization of students, HEI staff and SMEs. This leads 
to increasing employability of HEI students and HEI university 
staff, and to a better understanding of the process of interna-
tionalization and its elements by SMEs.

 
•	 Development of new and innovative curricula/educa-

tional methods and development of training courses 
with the aim to stimulate innovative learning prac-
tices, combine face-to-face and online learning and 
improve technical skills and problem-solving abilities 
of students in real-life situations.

•	 Enhancing entrepreneurial learning and entrepre-
neurship education through creating an internation-
al learning experience thereby increasing entrepre-
neurial competences among students and raising 
employability of the graduates.

•	 Providing cross-border support to SMEs through 
student consultancies and fostering collaboration 
between SMEs, HEIs and other stakeholders, i.e. busi-
ness associations and policy institutions.

The main project partners are five HEIs from five differ-
ent European countries: HTW Berlin Germany, HU Utrecht 
Netherlands, UC Leuven Limburg Belgium, TUAS Turku 
Finland, and EFOS Osijek Croatia. All partners set up na-
tional steering structures with students, SMEs, and other 
relevant stakeholders (such as centres for entrepreneur-
ship, business incubators, chambers of commerce, etc.). 



12

METHODOLOGY: HEIs conduct an interactive and trans-
national teaching module on SME internationalization, 
developed through project activities for participating 
students. Via intermediary organisations, such as cham-
bers of commerce, employment associations, centres for 
entrepreneurship etc., HEIs develop links and build a net-
work with SMEs and entrepreneurs engaged and/or inter-
ested in growth and internationalization of their business. 
INTENSE brings together these SMEs with teams of stu-
dents in five European partner countries, and their goal 
is to analyse the possibilities to internationalize concrete 
company’s business in partner countries. Student teams 
act as consultants supporting SMEs in the process of in-
ternationalization. Teachers are supporting students in 
monitoring the whole process and taking care of the pro-
cedures and approaches and for the result. The project 
consists of a “pilot” run (which was held in the academic 
year 2017/18) and a “full” run (which was held in the aca-
demic year 2018/19). The INTENSE project also uses and 
tests an instrument for measuring innovation compe-
tences before and after the implementation of the project 
among students, entrepreneurs and HEI staff members.

 

For students: INTENSE will, using innovative teaching 
materials developed within the project, train students to 
analyse the readiness of companies for internationaliza-
tion. Students work on real SME cases and develop indi-
vidual situation analyses for each SME participating in the 
project. Through online communication and face-to-face 
meetings (ISPs), students work with counterpart student 
teams from other partner universities to analyse possibil-
ities for SMEs internationalization. Students present their 
findings and results to representatives of SMEs, teaching 
staff from local university, local partners (Employers’ As-
sociation, Chamber of Commerce, entrepreneurship sup-
port institutions), etc. These activities enhance students’ 
knowledge, competences and different skill sets (pre-
sentation, communication, negotiation, analytical, etc.), 
which ultimately increases their employability and com-
petitiveness on the labour market.
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For HEIs: INTENSE multi-media compilation of teaching 
materials relevant for internationalization of SMEs will 
be produced and will be openly available to other HEIs. 
Teaching staff from participating universities is trained 
in teaching the developed learning module, using new 
teaching methods and in using the innovation compe-
tence measurement instrument. To help other universi-
ties use this module, a teaching manual and module de-
scription have been developed, and are readily available. 
Promotion of the project is ensured through different 
international events and publications in relevant journals.

For SMEs: Companies are receiving tailor-made support 
for analysing possibilities to internationalize their business 
activities to one of the partner countries. They are getting 
a very detailed summary of the target market, character-
istics of the industry, analyses of competition, customers 
and suppliers, and demand for their products/services 
in that market. From this report, companies could reach 
some conclusions (about product characteristics, quality 
required, some weaknesses and strengths) and decide 
about future activities.  

For policymakers: Recommendations on how to stimu-
late internationalization of SMEs, how to introduce new 
practical teaching programmes, using new, innovative 
methodology, how to combine theoretical knowledge 
and concepts and their practical implementation, how 
to raise the employability of students. Policy recommen-
dations will be promoted through public conferences to 
representatives of different policy-making institutions, 
representatives of universities, public authorities and pri-
vate sector.
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One of the main goals of project activities is helping students increase their employability (by developing their 
knowledge, competences and skills) and making them more competitive in the labour market. The FINCODA 
Innovation Barometer Assessment Tool will make these competences visible and recognisable among students, 
HEIs and employers. Open Educational Resources (OER) will increase the number of beneficiaries of the teaching 
programme, which will be continuously improved with their inputs.

 

Team meeting at UCLL in Diepenbeek, March 27, 2019
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labour market. The FINCODA Innovation Barometer Assessment Tool will make these competences 
visible and recognisable among students, HEIs and employers. Open Educational Resources (OER) will 
increase  the  number  of  beneficiaries  of  the  teaching  programme,  which  will  be  continuously 
improved with their inputs. 
 
Strana 17 – zamijeniti sliku ispod Project Impact sljedećom 
 
 

 
 
Strana 18 – zamijeniti sliku sljedećom 
 

 
 
 
Strana 19 – zamijeniti sliku korištenjem slike sa slajda 1 prezentacije u prilogu 
 
Strana 20 ‐ zamijeniti sliku korištenjem slike sa slajda 2 prezentacije u prilogu 
 
Strana 22 ‐  zamijeniti tekst drugog odlomka na lijevoj strani iznad Figure 1 sljedećim 
 

Students
• Direct student beneficiaries: 150 per year
• Students benefiting from the new teaching manual/collaboration after project end, per 
year: 125

HEI
• Staff directly benefiting from training and exchange: 44
• 4 further university already started to implement the teaching module

SMEs/Entrepreneurs
• 45 SME benefited from student consultancy
• Direct beneficiaries: SMEs directly benefiting from events and online plattforms: 300

Intermediary institutions and other relevant stakeholders
• Intermediary institutions (chambers of commerce, business associations etc.) benefiting 
through the increased offer of services/contacts and the dissemination of the toolkit: 15 
institutions

Year 1

Teaching materials preparation

Innovation competence training for 
professors

Year 2

Pilot run

International student week

SME toolkit preparation

Innovation measurements -
research part 

Year 3

Full run

International student week

SME toolkit and Entrepedia 
publishing

Teaching materials and manuals 
published at intense.efos.hr

Policy recommendations
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The road to teaching materials and the manual is presented below:

Teachers start developing 
hi i l b d P t di d d fiteaching materials based 

on their specialisms
Partners discuss and define 

quality criteria First version of teaching 
materials developed 
ithi th il t

Teachers comment on 
teaching materialswithin the pilot run teaching materials

Dissemination: Teaching 
t i l d il bl

Round 1

materials made available 
to lecturers on the website

Round 1

The The 
Final Final 

VersionVersion

Round 2
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The road to preparation of case studies of SMEs’ internationalization is presented below:

Students start writing caseStudents start writing case 
studies to be used in 

education

Students work on cross‐national T h

education

Students work on cross national 
consultancy projects for SMEs

Teachers comment 
on case studies

Dissemination: Case 
studies made available tostudies made available to 
teachers on the website

Teachers use caseTeachers use case 
studies in class 
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Quality assurance is a significant part of the project because it is important that the quality of the intellectual outputs and 
activities is the same in all partner countries. Quality principles were formulated by the Project Leader in collaboration with 
the Work Packages Leaders. These principles include quality of relationships with SMEs, feedback from SMEs and working 
principles of students and teachers. HEIs will develop a consistent approach for teachers to use when working with student 
teams to train and coach them, etc.

Quality assurance principles of project Intense
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6. QUALITY ASSESSMENT/ANALYSES OF PROJECT ACTIVITIES 

 

Q
uality assurance principles of project Intense 
 
 

Project activities have to be aligned with the project proposal 
in order to assure quality.

 Quality indicators have to be based on project proposal and 
supported by feedback from all project’s target groups.

Monitoring quality enables project’s partners to react on time 
to negative feedback and deviations of the plans.
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The pilot run of the project INTENSE was conducted in 
academic year 2017/2018 by all project partners. After the 
pilot run, a survey was conducted among students who 
took part in this phase of the project. The main goal of the 
survey was to obtain information on teaching materials 
and teaching methods that were used. 

Thirty-five students (6 from Croatia, 9 from the Nether-
lands, 9 from Finland and 11 from Germany) were inter-
viewed using the online and offline questionnaire devel-
oped by project partner TUAS Turku. Students were asked 
about project objectives, their expectations, and clarity of 
the team roles during the execution of the project’s pilot 
run. The results of these interviews are shown in Figures 
1-3 (where 1 is lowest and 5 is highest mark).

Figure 1. Fulfilment of project objectives

Source: Authors

Most of the interviewed students stated that project ob-
jectives were almost or completely fulfilled. Students ad-
ditionally commented that all objectives should be clearly 
stated before the start of the project, and they asked for 
more information about workload, expectations, concrete 
outputs and tasks at the start of individual project activities.

Figure 2. Clarity of roles and responsibilities in the pilot run

Source: Authors

As Figure 2 shows, most of the interviewed students were 
almost or completely satisfied with the clarity of roles and 
responsibilities. Some of the students felt that they need-
ed more information on how to be consultants and asked 
for consultancy classes at the beginning of the project. 
Students also commented that collaboration with stu-
dent teams from partner universities should be better 
organized: clear tasks, deadlines, workload and communi-
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cation. Students expressed interest in closer collaboration 
and communication with companies (more company 
visits, more meetings with company representatives, etc.) 
than it took place during the pilot run.

Figure 3. Student expectations

Source: Authors

Students’ expectations from the pilot run were mostly 
met. In conclusion, students stated that course imple-
mentation should be better planned and target-oriented, 
with improved communication, timing, definition and 
division of team roles and responsibilities. They have ex-
perienced problems in working with teams from anoth-
er country. Students cited the differences in school year 
calendar in different countries as the major issue, which 
needs to be better aligned for the full run. The dates for 
presentation of the final report should be defined at the 
beginning of the project, and rules for communication 

between co-operative teams should also be made known 
at the start. The company report should be neither too 
complicated nor too technical.

According to Rantanen (2018), companies found the re-
ports useful, and they were very satisfied with students’ in-
volvement. Some of their comments included the follow-
ing: the market was difficult for students to understand, 
but some potential partners were found; students were 
motivated and made a good impression on us; students 
were able to find and contact one potential customer, etc. 

Participating companies also suggested several potential 
improvements for the full run of the project: companies 
should be more involved when actual communication 
with potential partners begins. This suggestion is in line 
with what students also proposed regarding the involve-
ment of companies that are part of the project.

The full run of the project INTENSE was conducted in 
school year 2018/2019 by all project partners. After the ac-
tivities of the full run ended, a similar survey was conduct-
ed. The main goal of the survey was to obtain information 
on teaching materials, teaching methods that were used, 
and level of development of innovation competences.
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Students were evaluating their innovation competences in five different areas:
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Students were evaluating their innovation competences in five different areas: 

 

In  most  areas,  students  stated  that  their  innovation  competences  have  increased  during  the  project.

Innovation 
competences

Creativity

Teamwork

IniativeNetworking

Critical 
thinking

In most areas, students stated that their innovation competences have increased  
during the project what is visible from the charts bellow.
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Figure 4. Student innovation competences

Source: authors

From presented statistical data, it can be seen that Croatian students assessed their level of innovation competences high-
est in the context of INTENSE module.

The main focus of quality assessment in the “full-run” was on SMEs and their views on project impacts. SMEs were asked:

 

Did the company develop awareness of potential cross-border business 
target markets?

Did students' work boost companies to internationalize their business?

What is the probability that the company will start/continue the cross-
border business based on participation in the INTENSE project?

Do managers feel that their international skills have developed and 
showed during the INTENSE module?
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Their feedback shows that most SMEs have increased awareness of their potential for internationaliza-
tion of business activities in selected countries. They were also motivated to continue with internation-
alization activities.

Based on the experiences and understanding of the potential for internationalization within the full run, 
most SMEs will continue or further develop their cross-border business activities.

INTENSE succeeded to boost internationalization of companies with the help of students. 
This shows that the used cooperation concept is an excellent way to achieve a win-win out-
come for both parties, students and SMEs. Students have learned a great deal and SMEs 

have increased their understanding of the internationalization process in a very practical and concrete 
way.
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The proposed model of implementation of the teaching programme, according to project Intense

Strana 27 
 
U PDF u zadnjoj kockici riječ programme je razbijena u dva reda – može li biti u jednom redu? 

 
 
Strana 33  
 
Rečenicu Working on standardised contracts and contract regulations between countries might be 
helpful. 
 

Podići jedan red gore i uvući da počne u razini Financial support or consultation ali BEZ BULLETA 

 

Major part of 
curriculum

•15 ECTS
•Obligatory part of 
the curriculum

•Consists of different 
courses that all 
together offer 15 
ECTS

Minor part of 
curriculum

•15 ECTS
•Elective module
•Consists of different 
courses that all 
together offer 15 
ECTS

Extracurricular 
activity

•Extracurricular 
activity/programme 
offered to all 
students

•Part of lifelong 
learning 
programme 
combined with 
education for SMEs
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The importance of innovation is highly emphasised in the 
globalised world. A renewed EU agenda for higher educa-
tion institutions (European Commission, 2017) highlights 
the unique role of higher education in contributing to in-
novation. The OECD Innovation Strategy (2015) also states 
that broad curricula, updated pedagogical practices and 
the development of tools to assess innovation-related 
skills are all important in education. Beyond subject-spe-
cific expertise, higher education should also develop stu-
dents’ creativity, critical thinking, entrepreneurship and 
communication, and internationalization skills (OECD, 
2015).

Source: https://www.fincoda.eu

Project INTENSE offers interesting results 
regarding development of internation-
al skills and innovation competences 
of students, teachers and SMEs in the 
context of their cooperation. The proj-
ect used a novel FINCODA Innovation 
Barometer Assessment Tool, which is a 
psychometric tool that measures individu-
als’ capacity for innovation. A detailed research 
report will be available on the webpage: http://intense.
efos.hr/, but some key results and main recommendations 
based on those results are summarised in this brochure.

The results of the INTENSE project show that innovative 
behaviour can be demonstrated by students very early 
in their studies. With the FINCODA tool, student teams 
could show several concrete examples from the module 

on how their innovation compe-
tences were demonstrated 

therein. The INTENSE proj-
ect also demonstrates that 
students do not always 
have to be in the workplace 

to learn the required com-

Thirty‐five students (6 from Croatia, 9 from the Netherlands, 9 from Finland and 11 from Germany) 
were  interviewed  using  the  online  and  offline  questionnaire  developed  by  project  partner  TUAS 
Turku. Students were asked about project objectives, their expectations, and clarity of the team roles 
during the execution of the project’s pilot run. The results of these interviews are shown in Figures 1‐
3 (where 1 is lowest and 5 is highest mark). 
 
Strana 25 ‐  zamijeniti prvi odlomak ispod grafova sljedećim tekstom 
 
From  presented  statistical  data,  it  can  be  seen  that  Croatian  students  assessed  their  level  of 
innovation competences highest in the context of INTENSE module. 
 
Strana 25 – nakon prvog odlomka dodati sljedeće 
 
The  main  focus  of  quality  assessment  in  the  “full‐run”  was  on  SMEs  and  their  views  on  project 
impacts. SMEs were asked: 
 

 
  
 
Strana 28 ‐  kažu da se baloni slabo vide čitati pa ti šaljem originalne word objekte da ih ubaciš  I 
poboljšaš čitljivost 
 
Balon 1 

 
 
 

Did the company develop awareness of potential cross-border business 
target markets?

Did students' work boost companies to internationalize their business?

What is the probability that the company will start/continue the cross-
border business based on participation in the INTENSE project?

Do managers feel that their international skills have developed and 
showed during the INTENSE module?

Student team: “The team 
enhanced their creativity 
skills. We used intuition 

and new ways to 
implement ideas that 

seemed impossible at first 
and start action.” 

Balon 2 
 

 
 
 
Strana 29 ‐  kažu da se baloni slabo vide čitati pa ti šaljem originalne word objekte da ih ubaciš  I 
poboljšaš čitljivost 
 
Balon 3 
 

 
 
   

Teacher team: “We found out that 
INTENSE project lectures were something 
out of our routine and made us do things 
differently… We got insight into new ways 
of teaching which has helped us gain new 
ideas for future students’ assignments. “ 

Student team: “We think that this 
whole project was about 
networking and new 

acquaintances. Besides all work 
that we did for our clients we 
made a lot of connections with 

foreigners.”  
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petences and skills. All students assessed that their innovation competences were at quite 
a good level in their daily activities during the INTENSE project, although there were 

differences in assessments between countries. Overall, students highlighted their 
teamwork, creativity, and networking capacities, and have learned versatile interna-
tional skills during the project. International and multicultural cooperation not only 
increased their knowledge about internationalization, but it also offered more prac-

tical experience of different cultures and developed students’ courage and self-confi-
dence in achieving their personal goals. Learning international skills is significantly asso-

ciated with the level of students’ innovation competences.

Additionally, the results of the INTENSE project show not only that students have developed their international skills and 
innovation competences, but also that teachers have learned a great deal about working in international cooperation with 
companies and other university partners. Through this new way of working, teachers had better possibilities to use and 
develop their innovation competences. All teachers agreed that their innovation competences have increased because 
of the INTENSE project. Critical thinking, problem-solving and networking skills were stressed. Moreover, teachers’ knowl-
edge about business internationalization and multi-cultural understanding was also improved. On the other hand, closer 
cooperation with companies enabled building better relationships with stakeholders and increased teachers’ business 
networks. Working in a multicultural context empowered some of the teachers to approach and 
understand their own teacher identity in a novel way.

Although there was more variation of SMEs’ perceptions and experiences related to their 
international skills and innovation competences, it can be concluded that, overall, SMEs 
agree that the project was a great opportunity to develop their business and learn from 
students. International cooperation with student teams’ challenges SMEs’ traditional 
thinking, offers creative ideas and solutions and opens new networks. Many SMEs re-
ported that, for example, their critical thinking, creativity and networking skills were 
improved during project activities.

Thirty‐five students (6 from Croatia, 9 from the Netherlands, 9 from Finland and 11 from Germany) 
were  interviewed  using  the  online  and  offline  questionnaire  developed  by  project  partner  TUAS 
Turku. Students were asked about project objectives, their expectations, and clarity of the team roles 
during the execution of the project’s pilot run. The results of these interviews are shown in Figures 1‐
3 (where 1 is lowest and 5 is highest mark). 
 
Strana 25 ‐  zamijeniti prvi odlomak ispod grafova sljedećim tekstom 
 
From  presented  statistical  data,  it  can  be  seen  that  Croatian  students  assessed  their  level  of 
innovation competences highest in the context of INTENSE module. 
 
Strana 25 – nakon prvog odlomka dodati sljedeće 
 
The  main  focus  of  quality  assessment  in  the  “full‐run”  was  on  SMEs  and  their  views  on  project 
impacts. SMEs were asked: 
 

 
  
 
Strana 28 ‐  kažu da se baloni slabo vide čitati pa ti šaljem originalne word objekte da ih ubaciš  I 
poboljšaš čitljivost 
 
Balon 1 

 
 
 

Did the company develop awareness of potential cross-border business 
target markets?

Did students' work boost companies to internationalize their business?

What is the probability that the company will start/continue the cross-
border business based on participation in the INTENSE project?

Do managers feel that their international skills have developed and 
showed during the INTENSE module?

Student team: “The team 
enhanced their creativity 
skills. We used intuition 

and new ways to 
implement ideas that 

seemed impossible at first 
and start action.” 

Balon 2 
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Teacher team: “We found out that 
INTENSE project lectures were something 
out of our routine and made us do things 
differently… We got insight into new ways 
of teaching which has helped us gain new 
ideas for future students’ assignments. “ 

Student team: “We think that this 
whole project was about 
networking and new 

acquaintances. Besides all work 
that we did for our clients we 
made a lot of connections with 

foreigners.”  

Balon 4 
 

 
 
 
Strana 30 ‐  kažu da se baloni slabo vide čitati pa ti šaljem originalne word objekte da ih ubaciš  I 
poboljšaš čitljivost 
 
Balon 5 

 
 
Strana 34 ‐  Zamijeniti drugi odlomak I bulletse sljedećim tekstom 
 
Policy recommendations to ministries of education: 
• Make the process of changing curricula faster and easier without administrative barriers. 
• Support the involvement of the business sector in the development of curricula. 
• Introduce real case study analyses in the process of teaching business courses. 
• Promote  and  financially  support  international  cooperation,  project  activities,  cooperation with 

the business sector e.g. further student exchange 
• Support the co‐development of curricula across countries 

SME: “International cooperation is always 
one of the goals for growing businesses, 

like ours, especially in the world of 
franchising, so we feel that this 

cooperation with students helped develop 
our innovation competences. All of the 
examples presented for our company 
were clear and creative, and students 
really took initiative to include us in the 

whole process.” 

Teacher team: “During the INTENSE 
module we worked very closely with 
SMEs involved on this project and by 
stepping into their shoes we managed 
to understand issues they face during 

the internationalization of their 
businesses. This collaboration 
increased our knowledge about 

internationalization and performance 
of SMEs aiming to internationalize 

their business.” 
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•	 Higher education institutions have an important role in enhanc-
ing innovative and global individuals.

•	 Innovation competences and versatile international skills can be 
boosted in education, but this requires consideration of qualita-
tive and practical learning environments and utilization of activat-
ing learning and teaching methods.

•	 Teachers are key players in supporting students’ innovation-ori-
ented action, which demands changing the traditional teach-
er-centred approach. 

•	 International university-company cooperation as a learning en-
vironment enhances not only students’ but also teachers’ and 
SMEs’ innovation competences, skills and knowledge about inter-
nationalization.

•	 International university-company cooperation can offer new inno-
vative ideas and support for internationalization of SME’s business 
activities.

Balon 4 
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• Introduce real case study analyses in the process of teaching business courses. 
• Promote  and  financially  support  international  cooperation,  project  activities,  cooperation with 
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stepping into their shoes we managed 
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Based on the project activities following four groups of stakeholders are identified
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9. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the project activities following four groups of stakeholders are identified 
 

 
 

Students HEIs SME's

Policy makers 
(ministries of 

education, 
science, 

economy,...)
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The primary goal of these recommendations, based on 
project assessment and experience gained through the 
project, is to define measures and tools to help all stake-
holder groups achieve better results regarding student 
employability, connecting higher education with the busi-
ness sector, using new and innovative teaching methods 
and internationalization of SMEs, students and HEI staff. 

Higher education and higher education institu-
tions are very important players in each society. 
Development of society depends to a large de-

gree on their capacity to change and react to the needs of 
society. HEIs should provide teaching programmes that 
develop practical knowledge, competences and skills, 
which, among other things, increase students’ employ-
ability and give them a chance to find their place in the 
labour market. The INTENSE project is an example of such 
programme. Based on the results of the INTENSE project, 
the following recommendations can be made 

•	 Support and give financial support to similar projects 
that connect students, HEIs and the business sector.

•	 Support teachers in using new teaching methods; 
motivate them to work in international environment 
and cooperate with the business sector.

•	 Create a case studies database (on concrete exam-
ples of businesses that participated in the project) 

with teaching notes, which can be used repeatedly 
by any teacher. This can help those HEIs and teachers 
who do not have direct connections to the business 
sector to work with students on real examples.

•	 Establish a lifelong learning (LLL) programme on 
internationalization for SMEs – this project shows 
that SMEs lack knowledge about procedures, con-
cepts, means and ways to internationalize. A LLL pro-
gramme could solve this problem. Teachers should 
be experienced in the subject they teach.

•	 Establishing a joint (two or more HEIs together) mas-
ter level programme on business internationalization 
in English language could be one the most effective 
methods to enhance above mentioned objectives.

As one of the most important stakeholders of 
any HEI, students are at the centre of strategic 
thinking and planning of HEIs’ management. 
Their needs are changing in line with changes 

in the environment and HEIs should be able to respond to 
those needs. In order to do this, HEIs need to continuously 
ask for their feedback about programme quality, teaching 
methods and usage of gained knowledge and skills. 

Based on feedback of students that participated in the IN-
TENSE project, the following recommendations arise
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•	 “Learning by doing” type of programme – working 
with real cases (companies).

•	 Obligatory internships as an important part of study 
programmes.

•	 Expose students to as many international experienc-
es as possible: work in international teams, partici-
pate in international projects, study abroad.

•	 Combine other (e.g. language(s) course(s)) with these 
types of projects. For instance, when students coop-
erate in such an international project, they should 
receive support within other courses (language 
preparation in their language course, intercultural 
communication course, etc.).

Small and medium enterprises are the back-
bone of any society. They account for 99.8% of 
the total number of companies in the EU-28 
non-financial business sector, for 67% of total 

employment in the EU-28 non-financial business sector 
and generate 57% of value added in the EU-28 non-finan-
cial business sector. 93% of these SMEs are micro SMEs 
employing less than 10 persons.1

1    Muller, P., Julius, J., Herr, D., Koch, L., Peycheva, V., McKiernan, S. & Hope, K. 

(ed.), (2017). Annual Report on European SMEs 2016/2017, European Com-

mission

Since their role in society is obvious, much more should be 
done to help them grow. 

This project showed that SMEs are willing and interest-
ed in participating in teaching programmes, especially if 
they are tailored to their needs or aimed at helping them 
solve some concrete problems. They are, in the case of 
the INTENSE project, interested in internationalization of 
their business, but they lack specific knowledge about 
foreign markets, strategy to enter them, and they also 
lack resources to research those markets and start activi-
ties towards internationalization. This project helps them 
answer some initial questions, understand the needs and 
situation on a certain foreign market and get a sense of 
probability for success in that market. 

Based on the results of the INTENSE project, the following 
conclusions have arisen:

•	 SMEs are interested in participating in projects if the 
activities are tailored to their needs.

•	 They lack knowledge on internationalization and tai-
lor-made programmes could be beneficial to them.

•	 They lack resources (knowledge, competences and 
skills, as well as financial resources) to start the pro-
cess of internationalization – specific programmes for 
financing parts of the process of internationalization, 
matchmaking activities, could help them go further.
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Project INTENSE’s activities are aimed at students, HEIs and SMEs and according to that, there are two groups 
of policy recommendations: the first is connected to recommendations aimed at making HEIs more responsible 
to environmental needs and “producing” more competitive and employable students, and the second group of 
recommendations is connected to SMEs and facilitating the ways of their internationalization in order to enable 
them to grow and be competitive.

Policy recommendations to ministries of education:

•	 Make the process of changing curricula faster and easier without administrative barriers.

•	 Support the involvement of the business sector in the development of curricula.

•	 Introduce real case study analyses in the process of teaching business courses.

•	 Promote and financially support international cooperation, project activities, cooperation with the business sector e.g. 
further student exchange.

•	 Support the co-development of curricula across countries.

Policy recommendation to ministry of economy and/or entrepreneurship:

Because internationalization is an important strategy for SMEs’ growth, government programmes to help SMEs interna-
tionalize are very important.
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The INTENSE project makes the following conclusions that can lead to concrete measures, politics and programmes:

•	 Process of internationalization of SMEs should start with introducing the elements of this process to SMEs through 
different activities, such as conferences, workshops, roundtables, panel discussions aimed particularly at SMEs’ needs, 
not to general business needs (big companies have different approaches to internationalization than SMEs). 

•	 Financial support to educational programmes on internationalization of SMEs and matchmaking activities.

•	 Intercultural differences are a stumbling block for SMEs, in particular: 

•	 differences in the perception of contracts and adherence to contracts,

•	 contract enforcement possibilities in other countries, and 

•	 questions related to product adoption and consumer demands and expectations.

Working on standardised contracts and contract regulations between countries might be helpful. 

•	 Financial support or consultation by government intermediaries often requires a lot of preparation/input from the SME 
(i.e. writing a project proposal, attending a tender/competition for the service, etc.). Procedures should be simplified, 
or financial incentives should be made available to SMEs without demanding administrative work and bureaucracy in 
accessing them, etc.

•	 Promoting trial and error as a strategy.

•	 Trial and error shape the process of internationalization of SMEs.

•	 SMEs therefore repeatedly adjust plans to be able to deal with uncertainty and unforeseen changes.

•	 Financial institutions usually require a fixed business plan with concrete numbers when deciding whether to pro-
vide funding to SMEs. The fixed nature of this business plan is a problem and it does not reflect reality.
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