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This document is part of the BEE NET project. 

It aims at helping SMEs better understand what a business network is, how it works and its main 

elements. Business network contract is an innovative tool for SMEs who want to boost their 

competitiveness and grow considerably.  

Especially, cooperation among companies is a very effective and profitable tool for 

internationalization projects and for the development of business on global markets. 

 

Business network contract 

Business network contract, first introduced into the Italian legal system in 2009, is an agreement 

by which more entrepreneurs pursuing the objective of enhancing, individually and collectively, 

their innovative capacities and competitiveness in the market, undertake a joint program of 

collaboration in forms and in the areas predetermined, or to exchange information or services of 

an industrial, commercial technical or technological nature, or to engage in one or more common 

activities within the scope of their business. 

Generally, all companies can benefit from the measure, with no restriction in size (micro, small, 

medium and big companies), no territorial restriction (all companies operating in European 

countries are eligible), no sectoral limitation (all companies in all sectors can participate) and no 

limitation in scope, as long as the objective is to increase competitiveness and the level of 

innovation. 

While, in the BEE NET project, there is a list of target groups that can benefit from the Business 

network contract: European SMEs with limited international experience, family businesses and 

SMEs that belong to existing clusters or network contracts for internationalisation. 
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Main characteristics  

 

Autonomy 

It is one of the main elements since with the business network contract enterprises can 

collaborate on strategic projects without losing their legal independence and their autonomy in 

the business activities.  

 

Fiduciary relationship  

In a business network, relations are based on fiduciary relationships.  

It is fundamental the institution of a fiduciary relationship and transparency between companies 

that collaborate directly with each other, without an establishment of a separate legal identity. 

 

Stability and flexibility 

The model of the network contract offers great stability and flexibility, two features that make it 

exportable and of universal use. Rules provided in the governance ensure a stable organization and 

a flexible structure, easy to manage and regulate.  

 

Interdependence  

Business network contract involve multiple parties with a high level of interdependence.  

It implies that there is a common goal or set of objectives to be achieved among all participants 

and that one contract or contractual performance is made dependent on others either unilaterally 
or reciprocally. 

 

Objectives 

Identification of the strategic objectives and common business opportunities 

 

Competitiveness 

Through the determination of a common program, business network contract share strategic 

goals that allow either the improvement of innovative capacity or the growth of competitiveness.  

Competitiveness is the ability of the companies of the network to reach profitability in the market 

in relation to their competitors. It depends on the relationship between the value and quantity of 

the outputs offered and the inputs needed to obtain profitability (productivity), as well as the 

productivity of the other bidders that exist in the market. 

Business network contracts boost competitiveness both increasing revenues and managing 

business processes in a more efficient way. 

 

Cooperation 

Cooperation is the core element of contractual networks and it refers to the art of working with 

other enterprises in order to achieve a common goal.  

In contractual networks the inter-firm cooperation implies willingness to combine individual and 

collective interests as well as ability to adapt choices in order to ensure that network’s objectives 

may be achieved. In a business network contract, any kind and degree of cooperation are left to 

the free agreement of parties. It does not necessarily require equality of arms; powers and 

resources may be unevenly allocated as well as abilities and knowledge may differ from one 

participant to another. 
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Innovation 

Innovation is the process of making something new or doing something in a new way. In business, 

innovation also has to include the concept of improvement (of goods, practices, services, 

processes, methods); to innovate in business is not just to do something differently, but to do or 

make something better. 

 

Integration  

 

 Vertical integration: vertical networks operate along supply chains that include different stages 
of production/distribution, involving enterprises not in competition with each other.  

Participants in vertical networks (e.g. suppliers) perform activities (e.g. production of 

intermediate goods, supply of services) to be incorporated into the activity of another chain 

participant (e.g. an assembler) and the network is aimed at coordinating their interdependent 

activity along the lines of a chain project, often developed by a chain leader, with the purpose 

of increasing the quality and the efficiency of the entire process. 

  

 Horizontal integration: horizontal networks are networks in which various SMEs contribute to 

a common project with their products or services, playing a similar role along the supply chain 

or having similar expectations from the network programme. 

Normally, horizontal integration involves enterprises operating in the same sector or in 

related/complementary sectors, with the aim of achieving economies of scale and savings, 

reducing administrative costs or developing an integrated offer of goods or services. 

 

 

Mandatory elements 

 

Common Program 

The network program and its implementation constitute the object of the contract.  
It is a common program, jointly agreed, with a defined set of business activities and strategic goals.  

This programme must indicate the rights and obligations of each participant and how to achieve 

the common objectives. 

 

Duration of the contract 

The duration of contract is not fixed, however, the contract requires an indication of a minimum 

duration to assure stability of the network and coherence with respect to the business idea and 

the objectives indicated in the program. 

 

Governance 

A business network includes a clear definition of the strategic network governance to regulate the 

complexity of relationships during its entire life and to guarantee the entrepreneurial autonomy of 

each participant and the functioning of the project. It establishes the rules for taking decision on 

every subject or aspect of common interest provided by the common program.  

The organisational structure of the governance can imply: 
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 A leading company - A company with a leading role within the network to facilitate the 

journey and with the mandate to represent the entire business network contract and to 

manage the relationships with other counterparts and stakeholders, 

or 

 a common board – A body made up of either a single or several persons representing 

the companies of the business network, in order to manage the contract. The body 

receives a mandate for the direction and conduct of activities in the network agreement.  

 

Functioning Rules 

In order to be considered a stable, effective, efficient and successful business network contract, it 

should contain some functioning elements: 

 

 Entry and exit rules: model rules should require parties to clearly define whether a subsequent 
entry into the network is possible and upon which conditions. Parties should be able to 

complement the network’s capacity through the entry of new participants as well as to limit 

this entry when it is not functional to the implementation of the network program. 

Parties should also be requested to clearly define whether and which conditions voluntary exit 

is allowed, taking into consideration the consequences of exit for both the exiting participant 

and the remaining ones. 

Similarly, cases and procedures for exclusion should be clearly defined in the contract and due 

process guarantees should be established for a correct balancing between the network’s 

participants who exclude one member and the member who is excluded from the network. 

 

 Tasks and roles of each member: identification of the network potential, defining the strengths 

of the individual companies, clarifying the role and responsibilities of each member with the 

aim of coordinating the organization and achieving the business idea with greater competitive 

advantages. 

 


