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THE EU-DRIVERS PROJECT
Universities are increasingly recognized as being drivers of the economic and social infrastructure 
in their region. There is growing awareness on how universities can contribute to regional innovation 
through collaboration with business, local and regional governments and other local actors. The Lis-
bon Strategy for Growth and Jobs, as well as the Modernisation agenda for Universities, has focused 
attention on the need to strengthen the ‘knowledge triangle’ of research, innovation and education. 
The recently announced EU 2020 Strategy by the European Commission highlights regional develop-
ment and reinforces the focus on the need for innovation: “Knowledge is the engine for sustainable 
growth. In a fast-changing world, what makes the difference is education and research, innovation 
and creativity”.

This rationale was at the start of the EU-DRIVERS Project, launched by the European Centre for Strategic 
Management of Universities (ESMU) and the DEAN network in 2009. The project is funded by the Euro-
pean Commission as a three-year (2009-2012) Structural Network project under the Lifelong Learning 
Programme. Its aims are:

•	 To create a regional innovation virtual community for exchanging good practices among all stake-
holders

•	 To find solutions for improved regional cooperation between universities, private-sector companies 
and regional governments

•	 To enable the communication and dissemination of reports and recommendations through confer-
ences and establish a close dialogue with EU authorities.

	
Some thematic areas
•	 Overcoming barriers and obstacles to regional stakeholder cooperation
•	 Financial sustainability of regional innovation projects
•	 Sharing physical space and equipment
•	 Strategic positioning

A network of expertise
•	 Senior university leaders
•	 Senior level experts on regional innovation
•	 Experts from regional authorities, chambers of commerce, private companies
•	 Close connection with the OECD-IMHE Project “Universities for Cities and Regions”, and the European 

Commission 

A multitude of regional players
•	 Regional and thematic university associations (ESMU – European Centre for Strategic Management 

of Universities; HUMANE – Heads of University Management & Administration Network in Europe; EFMD 
– European Foundation for Management Development; AMSE - The Association of Medical Schools in 
Europe; SEFI – European Society for Engineering Education; ACUP - The Catalan Association of Public 
Universities; BSRUN - The Baltic Sea Region University Network)

•	 Individual Universities (Aalborg University; Danube University Krems – University for Continuing Education)
•	 Regional development and funding agencies (EURADA - The European Association of Development 

Agencies)

Pilot Projects – some examples
•	 Regeneration of old mines (Limburg)
•	 Handling Pollution (Thessally)
•	 The Health Sector (Izmir, Turku)
•	 Science Parks / Excellence Campuses (Malaga, Tarragona, Lisbon)
•	 Work with SMEs/ Leadership Academies (Surrey)
•	 ICT Clusters (North Denmark)
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FOREWORD
In the field of regional development and in the field of universities’ support to economic development, 
all the main barriers have been identified and described.

Today, the issue is not a lack of models, benchmarks, success stories, evidence of the usefulness of 
tools but about how:
>	to define the assets to rely upon,
>	to introduce them into an existing eco-system,
>	to translate them into:
	 • realistic objectives
	 • sound management
	 • budget
	 • evaluation criteria
	 • reward system
	 • organisational structure
	 • stakeholders commitment
	 • win-win networking activities.

There is a need to consider how to best involve universities in regional development. In this context, 
rather than representing businesses and universities as monolithic entities, it would be preferable to 
discuss market segmentation. On the other hand, it would be more cost-effective to help businesses 
buy services from universities instead of funding the latter to come up with services for SMEs. Demand-
driven approaches are always more efficient than supply-led approaches! The former would also align 
perfectly with the concept of smart specialisation since it would strengthen business and academic 
capacities – as has been practised in Finland for almost 20 years.

Finally, worth noting is that the concept of smart specialisation strategies is linked to sector policies that 
need to be rooted in a regional context. This is not new per se as many regions have set up clusters 
– though some were only developed to leverage a bonanza effect. Universities will have a key role to 
play in this context in translating newly-developed or recently-captured knowledge for the benefit of 
regional stakeholders.

“In a nutshell, a smart specialisation strategy is an economic transformation agenda based on:
•	 choices,
•	 competitive advantages,
•	 critical mass,
•	 collaborative leadership,
•	 connectivity,
•	 common sense.”

Adapted from a presentation of Mikel Landabaso of DG Regio on 28.10.2011
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THE RELEVANCE OF THE SMART 
SPECIALISATION STRATEGY FOR UNIVERSITIES
Worth reminding that the S³ concept is the way regional authorities have to identify, assess and enhance 
their main distinctive assets and competitive advantages.

S³ will become one of the key ways to help regions and their stakeholders reach several objectives 
of the EU2020 Strategy. The major objectives of that strategy are indeed Smart Growth, Sustainable 
Growth and Inclusive Growth. Those objectives will be supported by 7 flagship initiatives presented in 
the table below:

SMART GROWTH SUSTAINABLE GROWTH INCLUSIVE GROWTH

Innovation 
“Innovation Union”

Climate, energy and mobility
“Resource efficient Europe”

Employment and skills
“An agenda for new skills and 

jobs”

Education
“Youth on the move”

Competitiveness
“An industrial policy for the glo-

balization era”

Fighting poverty
“European platform against 

poverty”Digital society
“A digital agenda for Europe”

It is obvious that both the universities and the regional authorities will be key players in the implemen-
tation of most of those flagship initiatives and that they will have to partner in order to maximize the 
regional potential in the different fields.

Some of the elements of the EU2020 Strategy will require place-based approaches where universities, 
public authorities and private investors need to join forces/assets. Other elements which have no spa-
tial components need nevertheless a strong engagement of regional stakeholders to maximize their 
benefits. Finally, the universities’ modernisation agenda will of course have direct and indirect impacts 
on regional cohesion.

In today’s economic context, whatever type of regional development strategy is designed by regional 
authorities, universities have a role to play thanks to their core activities, i.e. teaching, researching, 
magnet for talent and consumer centre.

In tomorrow’s economy, universities will become even more relevant if they develop capacities in the 
field of knowledge dissemination, vocational training, social escalator, entrepreneurship and accelera-
tor of the commercialization of new ideas, all concerns related to the EU2020 Strategy. In other words, 
the question is no longer whether universities should or not be part of a regional eco-system, but how 
universities can best contribute to that eco-system and thus to the regional S³.
 
This is also in line with two issues stressed in the European Commission’s communication entitled “Sup-
porting growth and jobs – An agenda for the modernization of Europe’s higher education systems”1, i.e.
2.4	 Making the knowledge triangle work: Linking higher education, research and business for excel-

lence and regional development;
3.3	 Putting higher education at the centre of innovation, job creation and employability.

1 Cf. Doc. COM(2011) 567 final: Supporting growth and jobs – an agenda for the modernisation of Europe’s higher education 
system
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INTRODUCTION
The current economic context is characterised by four important factors including:
>	globalised competition,
>	ever faster utilisation of knowledge to develop competitive products and services,
>	shrinking public budgets,
>	mastery of the entire product/service cycle from an innovative idea to its commercialisation.

Among possible regional responses, the EU Commission suggests exploring the avenue of smart spe-
cialisation strategies, i.e. developing and leveraging the regional potential. This requires harnessing 
local talent and knowledge, attracting foreign investors and talent and activating networks of key 
stakeholders. Universities and depending centres of excellence play a decisive role in this context.

While its realisation is not new, one must recognise the substantial and enduring asymmetry between 
hopes and reality and possibly even the gap between regional development policy designer percep-
tions and actual academic contributions to territorial development. Indeed, although many universities 
are already contributing to the development of their region, conferences, seminars and other meetings 
still often echo with discourses emphasising that academics use a “different language” than business, 
that they their scientific efforts on behalf of their region are inadequately recognised and rewarded, 
that they prefer to work with multinationals rather than regional SMEs, that entrepreneurship is insuf-
ficiently showcased to technology department students and teachers, that academics prefer funda-
mental research to applied research, etc. On this subject, what share of responsibility can be assigned 
to a lack respectively of know-how or dissemination?

As with any strategy rooted in a territory, success will self-evidently only come provided that all stake-
holders agree a vision for the regional future and manage to pool their resources and know-how.

Therefore, it is useful to examine the role universities could play in implementing future smart specialisa-
tion strategies as one of the cornerstones of future regional R&D+I policies. Indeed, universities are at 
the core of the knowledge-based economy and can help businesses as well as strategy developers in 
a wide variety of ways.

Smart specialisation strategies can be defined as focusing public resources on a few activities/indus-
tries that have strong competitive advantages. Universities will be called upon to play an important role 
in this context as they both produce knowledge and are in a position to foster access to and dissemi-
nation and take-up of, knowledge. This role can thus be played by universities in highly R&D+I intensive 
regions and in regions that are less R&D+I capable.
 
Universities that have already built close ties with the different regional stakeholders are of course best 
able to join the smart specialisation strategy design and implementation process. Others will need to 
be encouraged, over the next 18 to 24 months, to increase their contribution in this area.

Worth underlying is that the efforts of universities to join this process will need to be supported from simi-
lar requests addressed to venture capitalists and civil society. This requires moving progressively from 
the triple- to the penta-helix concept.
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1	 SMART SPECIALISATION STRATEGY

1.1	 THE THEORY

The concept of smart specialisation strategy can be defined as “an entrepreneurial process of dis-
covery, identifying where a region can benefit from specializing in a particular area of science and 
technology”2.

Some papers stress that
 1)	it pays off to focus efforts on a few areas rather than spreading resources over many areas;
 2)	most regions look to the same sectorial priorities (biotechnology, nano¬technology,…) to sustain 

growth though they have little assets and chance to be world leaders;
 3)	three types of policy strategies can be developed: technological leadership, catching-up strategies 

and preventive strategies.

DG Regio suggests that the development of smart specialization strategies should aim at concentrat-
ing resources on the most promising areas of comparative advantage, e.g. on clusters, existing sectors 
and cross-sectoral activities, eco-innovation, high value-added markets or specific research areas3.

Some experts4 believe that “as most regions and institutions cannot reach the frontier of science and 
innovation, they would be better to search for a suitable specialization in the global competitive land-
scape. It is most likely that this specialization will take place along applications, exploiting business 
segments, niches, or markets that require adaptation of general technologies to specific user needs”. 
They add that “the regions that are not leading in any science and technology field have in any case 
to increase their intensity of knowledge investments and intangible capital in the form of high educa-
tion and vocational training, public and private R&D, other innovation activities assets. The question is 
whether there is something better to do than investing a bit biotechnology, a bit in information technol-
ogy, a bit in nanotechnology. Is there not a better strategy for them than being subcritical and ineffi-
cient in allocating resources to those fields in which they will always be laggards? So a policy question 
of great relevance for any (or almost any) region/country in Europe is now: how should it position itself 
in the knowledge economy?”

Others5 make a plea for regions working on constructing regional advantage by adopting “a platform 
approach able to formulate dedicated and specific innovation support customized to different regions 
and sectors”. Those platforms should be able to understand and support “distinctive modes in which 
regional knowledge, creation, innovation and entrepreneurship occur”.

This concept was born in the following Community context:
•	 Barca Report: “An agenda for a reformed cohesion policy”
•	 EU budget review.
•	 EU2020 Strategy
•	 Innovation Union
•	 “Regional policy contributing to smart growth in Europe 2020”
•	 “Knowledge for Growth” expert group set up by DG Research.

2	 Cf. Public Service Review: European Science and Technology - Issue 2: Research and investment overview: ERA: Entrepreneurial 
Regional Action , http://tinyurl.com/ctadnmj

3	 Cf. Doc COM(2010) 553 final - Regional policy contributing to smart growth in Europe 2020
4	 Cf. The role of Community research policy in the knowledge-based economy. Expert group report DG Research
5	 Cf. Constructing regional advantage: principles, perspectives, policies. DG Research
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The main thread of these efforts has been:
>	The need for the EU to support territorial public policies (place-based policy) while specifying a 

number of conditions and encouraging public debates at local level;

>	The need for the future strategic framework to help focus resources on a small number of priorities;

>	The need for specialisation to emerge from industrial momentum. Rather that imposing top-down 
strategies, smart specialisation requires businesses, research centres and universities to jointly iden-
tify both the most promising specialisation areas and the weaknesses that impede innovation6;

>	Starting in 2010: Member States should considerably improve their use of existing Structural Funds for 
research & innovation projects, helping people to acquire the necessary skills, improving the per-
formance of national systems and implementing smart specialisation strategies and trans-national 
projects. This should also apply to the pre-accession funding for EU candidate countries. The Com-
mission stands ready to assist and will use its regional research and cluster initiatives to support this 
change and establish a “smart specialisation platform” by 2012, including further support for the 
emergence of world class clusters. Further details are in an accompanying Communication.

	 Member States should initiate the preparation of post 2013 Structural Fund programmes with an in-
creased focus on innovation and smart specialisation. Future regulations governing the operation of 
the European Regional Development Fund should further commit substantial financial resources to 
support innovation initiatives within the regions of the European Union7.

>	Strategic intelligence is needed to identify the high value-added activities which offer the best 
chance of strengthening a region’s competitiveness. To have most impact, R&D and innovation re-
sources need to reach a critical mass and to be accompanied by measures to increase skills, educa-
tion levels and knowledge infrastructure.

	 National and regional governments should, accordingly, develop smart specialisation strategies to 
maximise the impact of Regional Policy in combination with other Union policies.

Smart specialisation strategies can ensure a more effective use of public funds and can stimulate 
private investment. They can help regions to concentrate resources on few key priorities rather than 
spreading investment thinly across areas and business sector. They can also be a key element in devel-
oping multi-level governance for integrated innovation policies. Moreover they have to be closely linked 
with other policy domains and require an understanding of regional strengths relative to other regions 
and of the possible gain for inter-regional and trans-national cooperation.

Rather than being a strategy imposed from above, smart specialisation involves businesses, research 
centres and universities working together to identify a region’s most promising areas of specialisation, 
but also the weaknesses that hamper innovation. It takes account of the differing capacities of regional 
economies to innovate. While leading regions can invest in advancing a generic technology or service 
innovation, for others, investing in its application to a particular sector or related sectors is often more 
fruitful.

The sustainability of the strategy will depend on the timeliness and coordination of policy measures, 
and on governance, including ways of engaging stakeholders. It must include mechanisms for policy 
learning, in particular through peer reviews, involving public officials, practitioners and regional stake-
holders. Smart specialisation needs to exploit regional diversity, stimulate cooperation across national 
and regional borders and open up new opportunities, by avoiding fragmentation and ensuring that 
knowledge flows more freely across the EU8.

6	 Cf. http://actu.epfl.ch/news/prof-dominique-foray-s-new-economic-concept-adopte/
7	 Cf. Doc. COM(2010) 546 final: Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union
8	 Cf. Doc. COM(2010) 553 final: Regional Policy contributing to smart growth in Europe 2020
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1.2	 FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE

Putting into practice a concept developed by university professors and researchers often proves dif-
ficult, especially when it is rooted in human behaviours. Indeed, notions of “public policy” and “petty 
politics” are not necessarily interchangeable. There is not a single regional stakeholder who will ever 
oppose the sturdy notion of focusing public resources on action with strong added value... until final 
beneficiaries are chosen, that is, at which point often prevail such subjective considerations as saving 
existing jobs and activities within a clearly-defined labour pool or constituency.

Moving from theory to practice requires clarifying a range of issues9 including:
1.	 Will the smart regional specialization concept be understood as:
>	a sectorial policy,
>	an eco-system supporting innovation, growth and job creation, or
>	an integrated approach through which an innovation eco-system supports high growth potential 

enterprises, sectorial niches and responds to societal expectations?
>	a plan to provide more added-value support services to all regional stakeholders.

2.	 Who will make the strategic choices and how will the actors be associated?

3.	 How will the smart regional specialization be aligned with the new expectations in the field of soci-
etal challenges? In other words, is the concept just a way to support a growth agenda or can it also 
be a path for quality development based on sustainable and social development requirements?

4.	 What would be the scope of a smart regional specialisation strategy?
>	support to endogenous development including through the support to start-ups and innovation,
>	recruitment of new industry, talent and investors,
>	diversification (product/service or geographical) of existing industry,
>	upgrading existing mature industry,
>	improving R&D and innovation infrastructures and networks.

5.	 What are the pre-requisites to build a smart specialisatoin strategy?
>	assets and their contribution to regional competitive advantages,
>	role and responsibilities (facilitate or participate) of all stakeholders,
>	availability of expertise and quality of social capital,
>	relationship with the external world,
>	availability of incentives, financial and non financial ones,
>	desired output and parameters for killing non performing initiatives,
>	value of the proposition,
>	cost/benefit of the different options,
>	capacity to accelerate the introduction of innovation in the market. 

9	 Cf. Eurada: “Smart (regional) specialization strategy: What does it mean for RDAs?”
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6.	 Who will be responsible for validating the relevance of the smart regional strategy? The dangers are:
>	Conservatism due to the influence of strong existing stakeholders10 and locally established lobby 

when it comes to the choice of the specialization topics and means to support the process;
>	Lack of strong prerequisites such as:
	 • global vision of sector trends
	 • equity capital value chain
	 • skills/talent related to the strategy focus
	 • social capital
	 • administrative and institutional capital
	 • sectorial value chain
>	Absence of territorial intelligence regarding
	 • the enterprise pipeline
	 • the knowledge cycle in a region 
	 • the innovation capability (technology breakthrough, non technology, knowledge absorber, …)
	 • sustainable funding
	 • international cooperation
	 • the strength of the support service value chain 
>	Uniformisation of the focus. All the regions will look to the same sectors: automotive, aerospace, ICT, 

bio, nano, …)11

In other words, who will check if the smart regional specialization strategy provides satisfactory answers 
to the enterprises: “needs-demand-services” life cycle for public support services?

7.	 What is the critical mass to be taken into account both for the size of the geographical area and 
for the sectorial niche? For instance, will the flask sector in Bresle (F) or the second-hand books in 
Hay-on-Wye (UK) or Redu (B) be seen as the right size for the European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) attention?

8.	 What about the implementation paths of the strategy?
>	Which tools will be favoured: grants, equity, soft support, infrastructures?
>	Which option will be pushed: picking the winners (any potential beneficiaries with generic support 

services) or supporting the winners (targeted beneficiaries with high added value support)?

9.	 What will be the criteria to evaluate the soundness of the strategy ?
>	the process
>	the governance
>	the argumentation
>	the investment readiness and willingness, i.e. the gap between the expectations and the capabilities
>	the uniqueness of the strategy
>	the portfolio of activities supporting the strategy (value chain).

10.	What will be the content of a smart regional strategy?
>	A talent pool that connects across sectors
>	An innovation infrastructure including physical infrastructures
>	Access to capital
>	A skilled workshop
>	A support system composed of high added value services/tools/delivery mechanism
>	A dynamic network environment
>	A knowledge entrepreneurship culture (knowledge absorption and disssemination leading to enter-

prise creation and development)
By nature, a smart regional specialisation strategy would provide access to technological and market 
intelligence and tangible benefits for all stakeholders.

10	Cf. The car scrap recovery plans in 2008
11	Cf. The regional impact of technological change in 2020
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11.	How to convince those regions with the lowest levels of R&D+I infrastructure and capacity that they 
can benefit from such a strategy?

In the case of these regions, specialisation will rest on non-technological innovation as well as knowl-
edge and technology transfers. In general, these regions have potential in farming, tourism or alterna-
tive energy sources. Smart specialisation strategies may help them diversify and differentiate them-
selves.

There will be a need to strengthen the capacity of this category of regions to access, take up and dis-
seminate knowledge. An essential requirement for this purpose will be to strengthen human capital 
and entrepreneurship.

12.	How to avoid a smart regional specialisation process that leads to excessive concentration of 
resources? How to ensure that specialist bodies (clusters, innovation agencies, sector organisations, 
etc.) join the smart specialisation process?

13.	How does regional specialisation fit in with national priority choices?

14.	What alternatives to such a strategy are there at present? What are the traits and consequences of 
“bad” specialisation?

15.	How to consider social and environmental challenges in smart specialisation strategies?

Worth underlying once again is that the data to be collected and the choices to be made as part of 
the process leading to such a strategy require the involvement of as many relevant stakeholders as 
possible.

The chart below summarises the words “smart” and “specialisation” as used in the context of the term 
“smart specialisation strategy”.
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Ultimately, the steps below will need to be implemented in order to optimise smart specialisation strat-
egy design:
>	assessing the smart specialisation potential including the innovation potential, sector or ecosystem 

size, the nature of existing or future competitive advantages, international positioning (“where are 
we?”);

>	identifying necessary additional tangible and intangible investment. Particular care should be giv-
en to investment needed to facilitate a junction between different business and knowledge areas 
(“where do we want to go?”);

>	implementing support services for businesses and key organisations involved in the entrepreneurship 
discovery process (“how do we get there?”);

>	identifying indicators and alternatives in case the objectives cannot be reached (“stop in time!”).

The four steps above need to be considered in line with the four possible avenues of an “entrepreneur-
ial discovery” process defined by Dominique Foray12, i.e.: 
•	 turning traditional sectors into new competitive areas [Nord-Pas-de-Calais(F) in rail transport];
•	 modernising specialisation through new technology [Jyväskylä (FIN) in the paper industry with the 

integration of ICT, optoelectronics and nanotechnology];
•	 diversifying, based on existing specialisation [whale tourism in Husavik (IS) from fisheries’ experience; 

eco-building in Lower Austria (A)];
•	 radical change [Leuven (B) in microelectronics; Cambridge (UK) in biotechnology or Cantrabria (E) 

in marine science].

Worth noting is that of the four avenues proposed above, only the last one requires capacity in terms 
of technological excellence, whereas the other three call for the ability to absorb and use knowledge. 
Referred to as practice-based innovation13 in literature, this type of capacity is accessible to a larger 
number of regions provided that they are prepared and willing to make the investment.

1.3	 S³ IN THE DRAFT COHESION POLICY REGULATION FOR 
2014-2020

Article 17 of the draft common provisions for cohesion instruments13 presents the concept of ex-ante 
conditionalities which are detailed in Annex IV of the document. Reference is made to smart specializa-
tion for the following two thematic objectives of the future Cohesion Policy, i.e.
>	Strengthening research, technological development and innovation (R&D target)
>	Enhancing access to and use and quality of ICT (broadband target).

For the R&D target, the European Commission describes the criteria fulfilment of the thematic ex-
ante conditionalities as follows:
A national or regional research and innovation strategy for smart specialisation is in place and:
>	is based on a SWOT analysis to concentrate resources on a limited set of research and innovation 

priorities;
>	outlines measures to stimulate private RTD investment;
>	contains a monitoring and review system.

12	Cf. Speech delivered at the conference on “Regions for Economic Change” on 23 June 2011.
13	Cf. Speech delivered at the conference on “Regions for Economic Change” on 23 June 2011 by Prof. V. Harmaakapi, Lappeen-

ranta University (FIN)
14	Cf. Doc. COM(2011) 615 – Common provisions for the cohesion instruments
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As far as the broadband target is concerned, the S³ description is:
A chapter for digital growth within the national or regional innovation strategy for smart specialisation 
is in place that contains:
>	budgeting and prioritisation of actions through a SWOT analysis carried out in alignment with the 

Scoreboard of the Digital Agenda for Europe;
>	an analysis of balancing support for demand and supply of information and communication tech-

nologies (ICT) should have been conducted;
>	measurable targets for outcomes of interventions in the field of digital literacy, skills, e-inclusion, e-ac-

cessibility, and e-health which are aligned with existing relevant sectoral national or regional strategies.
>	assessment of needs to reinforce ICT capacity-building.

1.4	 THE S³ PLATFORM

In order to help regions understand the concept and prepare them to design a relevant strategy, the 
European Commission supports a S³ platform. The platform will provide a range of support services to 
the regions in a bottom-up voluntary approach. The support provided will range from a resource centre 
to guides through peer review exercises and working groups. 

The information is stored in a website 
http://ipts.jrc.ec.europa.eu/activities/research-and-innovation/s3platform.cfm
Interested persons can also informally exchange views on the S³ LinkedIn group.

The S³ platform’s “back office” comprises:
•	 a team of experts coordinated by the EU Joint Research Centre – Institute for Prospective Technologi-

cal Studies located in Seville (E);
•	 a steering team composed of EU Commission staff from different DGs;
•	 a mirror group composed of 19 members, of which 4 representatives of univer¬sities 

An S³ practical guide will be produced. It will focus on:
>	Smart Specialisation Strategy: the policy rationale
>	The process: developing the governance bodies for a RIS³ strategy
>	The potential steps to design a RIS³ strategy
>	Peer review and monitoring of the strategies
>	Policy instruments and components/branches of the knowledge tree
>	Annex: case studies15

Additional guides will help stakeholders define their focused role in the S³:
>	The Smart Guide to Innovation-Based Incubators (IBI)
>	Connecting Universities to Regional Growth

The guide on connecting universities to regional growth will present up-to-date information regard-
ing the following issues:
>	Understanding the role of universities in regional development
>	Enhancing regional innovation through research activities
>	Promoting enterprise, business development and growth
>	Contributing to the development of regional human capital and skills
>	Improving social equality through community development and “place making”
>	Barriers, challenges and enablers to effective engagement of universities in regional development
>	Processes and practical mechanisms to build capacity and incentives for universities and regions to 

work together

15	Dominique Foray (Ecole Polytechnique de Lausanne, CH), John Goddard (Newcastle University (UK), Kevin Morgan (Cardiff 
University, UK), Philip McCann (University of Groningen, NL)
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2	 CHALLENGES FOR REGIONS

2.1	 REGIONAL INNOVATION ECO-SYSTEM

Not all EU regions have R&D+I infrastructure networks and capacities or equally adept public policies 
in support of R&D+I activities. Neither do they all have technological knowledge-intensive international 
connections.

This is shown, if needed, by the RIM (Regional Innovation Monitor)16 and RIS (Regional Innovation Score-
board)17 studies. Data from both is useful in identifying the parameters to be considered as well as the 
weak links of the regional R&D+I value chain. This value chain can be presented in three distinctive 
parts: knowledge production, utilisation and commercialisation, and be applied to the two different 
paths to innovation: (1) the technology-driven path and (2) the societal change driven one.

In the first path, funding supports R&D activities which may or not, most often not, result in market prod-
ucts/services. The second path identifies a societal problem to be solved within a market.

It emerges from the data of both of the above-mentioned reports that regions have assets they can 
leverage in all – or alternatively in just in one or more –segments of this supply chain.

Based on eight performance indicators, the 2010 Regional Innovation Monitor11 report, which seeks to 
compile as much information as possible about regional innovation policies, ranks regions in the seven 
categories below:

The first group of regions is labeled ‘Balanced innovating regions’. The mean score for each innovation 
performance factor is above the average of all 203 regions. In particular, ‘innovative entrepreneurship’ 
is above average, but this is mainly due to the relatively high R&D expenditures at institutes of higher 
education. This group of 42 regions includes regions in the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, North Ger-
many, South United Kingdom, and some regions in Austria and Italy.

16	www.rim-europa.eu
17	www.proinno-europe.eu/page/regional-innovation-scoreboard

THE SOCIETAL CHALLENGE TO MARKET CYCLE

Societal challenges

Social 
demand

Team Research Prototype Offer

Investors

Innovation process

Commercialisation process

Source: EURADA

THE CLASSIC R&D TO MARKET CYCLE

knowledge production process

Idea Research
Prototype 

design
Proof of 
concept

Production
Marketing 
Distribution

Equity investors

Innovation or knowledge leveraging process

Commercialization process

Source: EURADA
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Group 2 consists of 49 ‘Knowledge-absorbing regions’. Most regions in this group are located in Eastern 
Europe and southern Italy. On average all three factors of innovation performance patterns are below 
the average of all EU regions, but especially for ‘Innovative entrepreneurship’, which is lower than in any 
of the other groups. The share of innovators, both technological and non-technological, is small and 
the high score on non-R&D innovation expenditure signals that innovation is mostly the result of absorb-
ing already existing knowledge.

Group 3 is labeled: ‘Public knowledge regions’. They are characterised by a very high score on the 
factor ‘public knowledge’. The average R&D expenditures in government research organisations (as 
% of GDP) are higher than for any of the other groups and the average share of tertiary educated is 
equally high as for the group of ‘high-tech business innovating regions’ (Group 6). The average score 
on the other two factors are slightly below average, but on none of the eight indicators this group shows 
a major weakness. The 21 regions in this group are scattered across Europe, including many capital 
regions such as Madrid, Rome, London, Berlin, Prague, and Bucharest, but also regions in Eastern Ger-
many, Scotland and Southern France.

Group 4 is named: ‘Knowledge-absorbing innovating regions’ because they have the highest average 
score on ‘innovative entrepreneurship’. In particular, the share of both technological and non-techno-
logical innovators is high. This group has on average the lowest score on ‘technological innovation’: 
business R&D and patenting is very low, while the non-R&D innovation expenditures (as % in turnover) 
are higher than in any other group. Similar as for the second group, innovation is mostly the result of 
absorbing already existing knowledge. These 19 regions are mostly located in Portugal and Greece. 

Group 5 has been labeled ‘Industrialised innovating regions’. The score on ‘technological innovation’ 
for this group is above average, but ‘innovative entrepreneurship’ is below average. Overall there are 
no really weak or strong scores on any of the eight indicators. Many regions of this group are located 
in France and Spain; also included are Irish regions, some in Sweden and early industrialised regions in 
Germany and the United Kingdom.

Group 6 is named ‘High-tech business innovating regions’. This is the most innovative group of regions. 
Particularly high is the factor ‘technological innovation’, and all its major components: patents and busi-
ness R&D are much higher than in any other group and this group has on average the lowest share of 
non-R&D innovation expenditures. On average ‘innovative entrepreneurship’ is also high, but not as high 
as for the group of ‘knowledge absorbing innovation regions’. The score on ‘public knowledge’ is above 
average, but government R&D expenditures are clearly below the average of the group of ‘public knowl-
edge regions’. The 12 ‘high-tech business innovators’ are located in South of Germany, most of Finland, 
some regions in Sweden, East of England (United Kingdom) and North Brabant (The Netherlands).

Group 7 is labeled ‘Business innovating regions’ because on average these 11 regions score well on 
both ‘innovative entrepreneurship’ and ‘technological innovation’ but they have the lowest score on 
the factor ‘public knowledge’. Both the low performance regarding government R&D expenditures and 
tertiary education contribute to the low score on this ‘enabling’ aspect. The score on ‘innovative entre-
preneurship’ is high; the share of SMEs introducing technological innovations is on average even higher 
than in any other group. The performance on the factor ‘technological innovation’ is above average. 
The regions of this group are located in Northern Italy and in Austria.

The 2009 Regional Innovation Scoreboard12 report aiming to provide an assessment of regional R&D+I 
performance on the basis of 29 indicators assigns EU regions to five categories, i.e.:
•	 high innovators
•	 medium-high innovators
•	 average innovators
•	 medium-low innovators
•	 low innovators.
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The table on the next pages crosses regional data from two reports. This enables regional players to 
plot their position in the European R&D+I system and think about the types of policies to be deployed in 
order to strengthen or change their innovation ecosystem and leverage their present starting situation 
to enhance or generate competitive advantages.
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2.2	 MOBILISING REGIONAL ASSETS

The process leading to a regional specialisation strategy obviously needs to carry out the following 
actions:
• an inventory of resources,
• a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis,
• GOPP (Goal-Oriented Project Planning),
• formulating the vision and strategy.

To assess the regional economy, i.e. take stock of its key assets, there is a need to put in perspective the 
quality of key factors including:

Important Factors Key Elements

Physical infrastructures Utilities, telecommunications, transport

SME support infrastructures Incubators, real estate, technical centres, research cen-
tres

Intangible / social capital Networks, clusters

Financial capital Loans, guarantees, equity, business angels, grants

Knowledge capital Research programmes, innovation support schemes, 
entrepreneurship, universities, technological transfer 
officers, …

Institutional and administrative capital Entrepreneurship culture, friendly economic growth sup-
port attitude

Quality of life Education system, cultural and natural assets, health, 
sustainable development

Human capital Skills, talent attraction/retention, productivity, creativity

Attractiveness capacity FDI performance

Business and economic climate Unemployment rate, export/import trends, start-up crea-
tion rate, business failure rate,…

Territorial intelligence Foresight, proof of concept, pre-competitive public pro-
curement, technology watch, market intelligence, …

Entrepreneurial capital Business creation rate, number of technology start-ups, 
number of gazelles, percentage of enterprises having 
international activities

International capital Firms engaged in transnational activities: export, R&D 
projects, joint venture. Inter-connection with world class 
knowledge centres. Call to peer reviewers outside the 
region.

Source: EURADA

To help regions identify their starting point, i.e. their position prior to implementing a smart specialisa-
tion strategy, the European Commission has developed a self-evaluation tool addressing the features 
of effective R&D+I system at both national and regional level. This tool was published in the document 
entitled “EU 2020 Flagship Initiative: Innovation Union”18. The text of this tool appears in annex 1.

To monitor strategy implementation, it may be useful to present the contributions expected from and 
tasks to be performed by individual key stakeholders in the form of a diagram as below.

18	Cf. Doc. COM(2010) 546 final: Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union
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During the SWOT analysis, it would be useful to develop a dashboard of regional business types that 
use public business support services, whether generally of for specific sectors (see the table below). 
This dashboard was presented at various seminars whose participants all recognised that while they 
did not have such a tool, most regional businesses receiving public funding fit towards either the top 
or bottom of the table – i.e. to the detriment of mature entrepreneurial growth companies which are 
nevertheless the drivers of regional economic development.
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As for the chart below, it seeks to measure regional dynamism when it comes to developing and utilis-
ing knowledge. It also addresses the issue of the lapsing nature of the regional knowledge stock – and 
possibly capacity. Worth underlying in this respect is that much like the car industry never emerged 
from among horse-drawn carriage manufacturers, traditional industrial regions (e.g. Lorraine, Mid-
lands, Wallonia, etc.) have not become leaders in new materials.
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3	 CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

3.1	 UNIVERSITIES’ CURRENT CONTRIBUTION TO REGIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT19 

In addition to their role in training and educating students, universities are in theory able to make a 
major contribution to regional development through their actions relating to:
>	Entrepreneurship, via activities such as:
	 •	 Promoting entrepreneurship;
	 •	 Developing new businesses (spin offs);
	 •	 Collaborative R&D+I projects;
	 •	 Offering high added-value services;

>	Leveraging knowledge from:
	 •	 Marketing project outcomes;
	 •	 Technology transfers;
	 •	 Small business consulting;
	 •	 Placing talented people in SMEs;

>	Managing local infrastructure including:
	 •	 Preincubators;
	 •	 Incubators;
	 •	 Science/Technology parks;
	 •	 Laboratories shared with regional players;

>	Stimulating R&D+I activities

>	Economic coordination by means of active participation in structures such as:
	 •	 Clusters;
	 •	 University/SME interfaces;
	 •	 Seed capital funds;

>	Development of public-private partnerships

>	Attracting and retaining talent

To maximise the academic contribution, there is undoubtedly a need to set up a platform where stake-
holders can exchange ideas. Such a platform would need to operate like a matchmaker or broker.

In addition to the interventions described above which are of an endogenous nature, there is a need 
to consider the role of regional universities in terms of:
•	 Promoting internationalisation by transferring the regional know-how to operators in other regions 

and countries;
•	 Supporting areas that do not have a university, notably by conducting research activities on their behalf.

Finally, also worth mentioning is that regional development has become the subject of university 
research efforts. It is therefore useful to try to ascertain whether the outcomes of this work are relevant 
for practitioners in regional development.

19	 Cf. report worked out by the Round Table of Practitioners in Economic Development entitled “The Quest for Regional Excel-
lence: RDA-Regions-Enterprises/University relations
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3.1.1	 ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Promoting Entrepreneurship
This can be achieved in two different yet complementary ways, i.e.:
•	 Integrating business development and management courses in the curriculum of different catego-

ries of colleges and universities including science and technology departments;
•	 Providing entrepreneurship training. 
	 Notable examples of action taken by universities include:
	 -	 Business plan competitions;
	 -	 Targeted training schemes;
	 -	 Specific seminars;
	 -	 Multidisciplinary workshops aimed at solving real problems of local enterprises;
	 -	 Enterprise creation experiences during school holidays.

Promoting this activity by universities requires consideration of different target audiences both within 
and outside universities themselves as well as of the types of companies in need of support (high-tech 
businesses, traditional companies with a potential for innovation, etc.).

If most experts believe that “entrepreneurs were born entrepreneurs”, there is a need to teach entrepre-
neurs how to become good managers and so to provide them with sound bases so that their enter-
prises are able to grow and develop.

Business Development
Some universities provide direct specialist support to students and teachers who are in the process of 
setting up their own businesses. Such assistance may take one or more of the following forms:
	 -	 Financial support: loans, equity investment;
	 -	 Technical assistance: advice, tutoring, provision of infrastructure, etc.
	 -	 Support to or valorisation of intellectual property right;
	 -	 Incubation;
	 -	 Validation of entrepreneurial project (proof of concept, spin-off support fund).

To this end, some universities manage seed capital funds of varying size or grant repayable advances 
to students/researchers with a business project.

Supporting Regional SMEs to Growth
Some universities are able to support the growth of existing regional businesses, mainly from activities 
including:
	 -	 Consulting or contractual R&D activities;
	 -	 Provision of qualified staff for know-how and technology transfer (teachers, researchers or students);
	 -	 Access to laboratories;
	 -	 Popularisation of knowledge, both in technology and management.

Regional intermediary bodies have an important role to play in order to maximize the use of university 
expertise by SMEs. They can indeed:
a)	translate SME needs into the language understood by academics and researchers and write typical 

cooperation contracts,
b)	undertake a segmentation of the regional SME fabric vis-à-vis their potential interest in partnering 

with universities; this segmentation might be the following : high tech SMEs, potential innovative 
SMEs, classic SMEs or enterprises with or without founders having studied in high schools. An appro-
priate approach should be designed for each segment.

c)	Stimulate the clustering of SMEs requiring assistance from universities or research centres. Groups of 
SMEs are more comfortable to partner with universities than an SME alone. 
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3.1.2	 KNOWLEDGE EXPLOITATION

Commercialisation of Research Project Results
In theory, there are different ways of commercialising research project results:
	 -	 Licensing new technology patents;
	 -	 Transferring technology;
	 -	 Developing businesses.

Technology and Know-How Transfer
Transferring technology is a complex process relying on factors that are both internal and external to 
universities. Knowledge transfers from universities to enterprises can more easily be achieved through 
staff placement or by a better access to experts.

According to D. Palmintera20, internal factors mainly include leadership, incentives and recognition, 
the history and quality of relations between businesses and universities as well as the existence of an 
entrepreneurial culture. As for external factors, they notably relate to the presence of business angels 
and seed capital funds, the availability of incubators and laboratories, consultancies and managers 
and the dynamism of networks.

	 Universities often face the following dilemmas:
	 -	 Using university resources for commercial purposes;
	 -	 The conflict between their duty to publish and publicise research outcomes and commercial 
		  businesses’ requirement for confidentiality.

Some universities have nevertheless managed to strike the right balance between academic excel-
lence and the pursuit of commercial objectives with the outcomes of research projects.

Fostering student creativity
University training systems need to embrace the reinforcement of student’s creative potential so as to 
improve their employability with innovative businesses. This is undoubtedly preferable to the option of 
specialising educational systems according to individual sector strategies.

3.1.3	 MANAGING LOCAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Quality local infrastructures are of course essential to develop a regional economy based on knowl-
edge and technology. Some regions have used ERDF funds to build incubators and science parks 
which have helped the transformation of their industrial fabrics. The Structural Funds have been used to 
build sectorial research centres in areas such as biotechnologies, aerospace industry or ICTs by com-
bining investment in buildings, equipments shared between universities and enterprises, and human 
capital. These centres have now access to the research framework programme of the European Union.

Pre-Incubation
Universities can play a decisive role in the pre-incubation process in that they have both the infrastruc-
ture capacity and the human resources entrepreneurs need to deliver technological development 
and to obtain business development advisory services.

Incubators
Universities can manage incubators. The latter play a driving role in spinning off start-ups from university 
knowledge. In order to maximise the regional impact of university incubators, the implementation of 
complementary services with the other regional actors should be favoured.

20	 Cf. Accelerating Economic Development through University Technology Transfer in Economic Development America – Winter 
2005
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Technological Parks
The presence of a university near technological parks is a precondition of their effectiveness and effi-
ciency. As in the case of incubators, the quality of partnerships between universities and the regional 
fabric is a guarantee of success.

Joint Laboratories with Local Players
Equipment costs are becoming more and more expensive and so are no longer affordable by many 
SMEs. Therefore, new partnerships have to be developed in order to help local enterprises access top 
quality equipment. In some regions public authorities are investing in modern expensive equipment 
and put them at the disposal of SMEs and universities in a time sharing system. Some large industrial 
groups do sometimes the same.

Collaborative Centre for Technology Convergence
Technology development requires more and more interdisciplinary approaches. Universities and other 
regional actors can cooperate to build collaborative centres to foster technology convergence. 

3.1.4	 STIMULATION OF R&D+I ACTIVITIES

Numerous universities are implementing joint research programmes with enterprises. These are often 
projects led by large enterprises. Financial incentives should be put in place so that universities can 
help regional SMEs solve their concrete problems.

3.1.5	 DRIVING THE REGIONAL ECONOMY

Regional public authorities should more and more involve universities in foresight scenarios to build 
their future. Indeed, emerging knowledge requires new policies. Involving universities in those scenarios 
will help them subscribe to the long-term vision of the regional development.

Clusters
Universities should be regarded as key partners of any initiative to set up or drive clusters.
The most famous clusters include a university that understood the mutual benefits of membership of 
the regional actors’ network established.

The University/Business Interface
As previously indicated, the presence of a dedicated university unit dealing with relations between 
academia and businesses is vital to the former’s contribution to regional economic development.
To be efficient, such interface needs dedicated employed staff who must understand the enterprises’ 
and entrepreneurs’ needs and concerns. The staff employed in such interface must be able to detect 
innovations which can be put rapidly to the market. Such expertise is often scarce in most European 
universities when comparing the US.

University Seed Capital Funds
As in the case of other local tools, universities should be able to rely on regional public authorities and 
RDAs in order to contribute to the initial capital of their seed capital funds.

3.1.6	 SETTING UP PUBLIC-PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS

Universities may have an important role to play as catalysts of public-private partnerships aimed at 
consolidating the presence of large companies in their region.



EU-DRIVERS

UNIVERSITIES’ INVOLVEMENT IN REGIONAL SMART SPECIALISATION STRATEGY • 27

3.1.7	 TALENT ATTRACTION

RDAs and regional authorities should promote the University to foreign talent or to natives who have 
been migrating in other excellence centres, as they do to FDI. In order to do so, they should work 
together in assessing the advantages that the University can offer to exogenous talents and businesses. 
They also could help local University to organise and participate in events of the “World MBA Tour” type. 

Universities should work with Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) to establish good relations with 
the best talented foreign students so that they bring their knowledge in case they remain in the region 
or they become “regional ambassadors” in case they return in their countries. In order to achieve that 
goal, RDAs should create good hosting conditions and provide working experiences in local enter-
prises for such foreign talents.

3.2	 MOBILISING UNIVERSITIES’ ASSETS

So far, public authorities have favoured the so-called “technology push” approach, which is rooted in 
the belief that by pumping financial resources into research, innovation—leading to growth—is bound 
to happen. This being said, Europe seems to be trailing other (group of) countries when it comes to turn-
ing research outcomes into products and services that are endorsed by the market. Today this model 
is increasingly being challenged and replaced by a “demand pull”. This novel approach requires both 
reinforcing managerial skills relating to innovation in products, services, processes and business mod-
els and mobilising seed capital including business angels (informal venture capital). This approach 
enables problems and client needs to be solved (open innovation, demand-driven innovation). Univer-
sity capacities are essential to put such a strategy in place and should more often be challenged to 
provide solutions to issues facing local businesses. Universities should also be called upon to popularise 
new knowledge in the field of smart specialisation.

It goes without saying that universities and research centres need to be involved in the process leading 
to the development and implementation of any smart specialisation strategy.

On account of their varied contribution to regional development as described above, universities 
should be encouraged to – or failing such encouragement, take the initiative to – showcase their know-
how and expectations in the form of an S³ Blueprint (see section 2.2 above).

Universities should also be able to better leverage the opportunities offered by the ERDF in terms of sup-
port for research, innovation and entrepreneurship activities. This type of investment will prove more 
than useful in delivering a regional S³.

For example, actions including those presented below21 were recently funded by the ERDF.
>	Building / upgrading infrastructures and equipments
>	R&I projects for turning knowledge into new products, processes and services (e.g. incubators)
>	Participation to networks and clusters
>	Services provided to HEIs22: advice IPR (patenting)
>	Services provided by HEIs: training, consultancy
>	Incoming and outgoing mobility fellowship schemes, inside/outside the region
>	Placement of HEIs graduates in businesses
>	HEIs managers: e.g. incubators, clusters, networks
>	Specific team in HEI: R&I projects, training, advice
>	Individual researcher/student: R&I project, placement and mobility schemes
>	Advisory service providing assistance to HEIs
>	SMEs receiving vouchers and subcontracting to HEIs.

21	 Source: Pierre Godin, DG Regio, European Commission
22	 HEI = Higher Education Institutions
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Universities and regional stakeholders should work together in order to develop synergies between the 
various EU schemes23 (FP7 – 7th Framework Programme, CIP - Competitiveness and Innovation Frame-
work Programme, ERDF – European Regional Development Funds, ESF – European Social Funds, EIF – 
European Investment Fund, EIB – European Investment Bank,…) as well as national ones.

A partnership should be developed between regional authorities in charge of S³ and universities for 
the purpose of lobbying ERDF management authorities to fully convince them of the role of universities 
in regional development. Realising the importance of universities’ role in regional development, the 
European Commission, as already mentioned, has published a report entitled “Supporting growth and 
jobs: An agenda for the modernisation of Europe’s higher education system”, in which it is stated that 
“Europe’s future capacity for innovation will depend upon high education institutions fully embracing 
their role within the knowledge triangle, alongside business and non-university research organisations”24.

If we recognize innovative SMEs by the fact that they are able to manage one or more of the following 
activities25

•	 finance R&D (internal or outsourced) activities,
•	 acquire a license to exploit a technology or a process,
•	 protect a patent, a trade mark, a model or a design, 
•	 develop for a customer a product, a process or a technology,
•	 introduce on the market a product/service/process not yet proposed by a competitor,
then universities have a chance to help them in various ways close to their core businesses.

There would obviously be a need to avoid excessive specialisation of universities. Rather, the challenge 
would be to both provide students with training that meets corporate requirements and ensure that 
knowledge can indeed be utilised by businesses.

23	 See. Final report of the Synergies Expert Group, June 2011
24	 Doc. COM(2011) 567 final: Supporting growth and jobs – an agenda for the modernisation of Europe’s higher education 

system
25	 See  Oséo (FR): ETI annual survey, 2011
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3.3	 TOWARDS AN ECOSYSTEM FOR THE 
COMMERCIALIZATION OF NEW IDEAS

The S³ will be a success if and only if it successfully supports the commecialisation of new ideas through 
innovative products/services either in the market economy or as a response to societal changes. This 
requires an ad-hoc eco-system in which universities and their connected infrastructures (incubator, sci-
ence park, technology transfer office, equity capital, networks…) play a critical role.

To help each university and its regional stakeholders benchmark its assets and practices with one of 
the world most dynamic commercialization regional eco-systems, we have reproduced below a map-
ping of the MIT Ecosystem (Cambridge, USA).

Source: Allen J. Dines, University of Wisconsin – Madison 

This mapping shows how the MIT ecosystem contributes to the four pillars of such system, i.e.
1.	 the idea fabrics
2.	 the incubation
3.	 the development/maturation of the entrepreneurial project
4.	 the access to the local and global market
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the above analysis, we suggest a series of actions to be undertaken by university leaders and 
regional authorities to ensure their commitments in the drafting and implementation of a S³.

1.		 Stress testing relations between universities and the regional economic fabric. Such a test should 
include the following parameters:
	 a)	 Governance
		  •	 academic representation on the boards of regional bodies including development agencies,  

		  innovation agencies, clusters, incubators, tech centres, regional venture capital funds, vocation
			    training agencies, etc.;
		  •	 representation of regional development bodies on university boards;
		  •	 mainstreaming of a regional development objective in university mission statements.
	 b)	 Regional support for university
			   Nature of funding granted by regional bodies to universities in areas including:
			   -	 infrastructure
			   -	 equipment
			   -	 funds promoting spin-offs or start-ups
			   -	 vouchers given to SMEs to buy services from universities
			   -	 deployment of strong value-added support services including: proof-of-concept, investment 

			    readiness, IPR valorisation, etc.
			   -	 provision of customised continuous training in support of cluster policies.
	 c)	 University support for regional businesses
			   Nature of the services provided by universities in areas including:
			   -	 business development
			   -	 transfer of knowledge and technology
			   -	 placement of experts in SMEs
			   -	 joint R&D+I projects
			   -	 continuous training.

2.	 Analysing academic needs with a view to strengthening the contribution of universities to regional 
development.

3.	 Measuring the impact of university interventions on smart specialisation strategy delivery through 
indicators addressing the number of:
•	 start-ups
•	 licenses granted to regional companies
•	 technological dissemination or service innovation seminars provided by university personnel
•	 university students and teachers placed in companies on expert assignments
•	 vocational training lessons given.

4.	 Enhancing a culture of commercialization of new ideas by supporting an ad-hoc ecosystem.

5.	 Drafting and monitoring a regional action plan based on the European communication entitles 
“supporting growth and jobs: An agenda for the modernization of Europe’s higher education system”.
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ANNEX I

SELF ASSESSMENT TOOL:
FEATURES OF WELL PERFORMING NATIONAL AND REGIONAL
RESEARCH AND INNOVATION SYSTEMS

1.	 Promoting research and innovation is considered as a key policy instrument to enhance  
	 competitiveness and job creation, address major societal challenges and improve quality of life
	 and is communicated as such to the public
	 >	 Public action in all relevant policy areas including education and skills, the functioning of prod-

uct and service markets, financial markets, labour markets, entrepreneurship and the business 
environment, industrial policy, cohesion/spatial planning, infrastructure/ICT as well as taxation 
and at all levels, is designed and implemented in a strategic, coherent and integrated frame-
work geared towards fostering innovation and strengthening the knowledge base and funda-
mental research.

	 >	 Where policies and funding are focused on specific priorities, these are increasingly oriented 
towards addressing major societal challenges, such as resource efficiency, climate change, and 
health and ageing, and towards deriving competitive advantage from finding new solutions to 
tackle them.

2.	 Design and implementation of research and innovation policies is steered at the highest political
	 level and based on a multi-annual strategy. Policies and instruments are targeted at exploiting 
	 current or emerging national/regional strengths within an EU context (“smart specialisation”)
	 >	 An effective and stable centre-of-government structure, typically steered by the top political 

level, defines broad policy orientations on a multi-annual basis and ensures sustained and prop-
erly coordinated implementation. This structure is backed up by networks involving all relevant 
stakeholders, such as industry, regional and local authorities, parliaments and citizens, thereby 
stimulating an innovation culture and building mutual trust between science and society.

	 >	 A multi-annual strategy defines a limited number of priorities, preceded by an international anal-
ysis of strengths and weaknesses at national and regional level and of emerging opportunities 
(‘smart specialisation’) and market developments, and provides a predictable policy and budg-
etary framework. The strategy duly reflects EU priorities, avoiding unnecessary duplication and 
fragmentation of efforts, and actively seeks to exploit opportunities for joint programming, cross-
border co-operation and exploiting the leverage effects of EU instruments. Bilateral co-operation 
with non-EU countries is based on a clear strategy and, where possible, is co-ordinated with the 
other EU Member States.

	 >	 An effective monitoring and review system is in place, which makes full use of output indicators, 
international benchmarking and ex-post evaluation tools.

3.	 Innovation policy is pursued in a broad sense going beyond technological research and its applications
	 >	 A broad concept of innovation - including innovation in services, improvements of processes 

and organisational change, business models, marketing, branding and design - is actively pro-
moted, inter alia through more interdisciplinary work involving groups of users or consumers as 
important constituencies of open innovation.

	 >	 Supply and demand-side policies are developed in a consistent manner, building on and in-
creasing the absorptive capacity of the Single Market.
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4.	 There is adequate and predictable public investment in research and innovation focused in  
	 particular on stimulating private investment
	 >	 It is recognised that public funding assumes an important role in providing a high quality knowl-

edge infrastructure and as an incentive for maintaining excellence in education and research 
including access to world-class research infrastructures, building regional S&T capacity and sup-
porting innovation activity especially during periods of economic recessions. As a consequence, 
public investments in education, research and innovation are prioritised and budgeted in the 
framework of multi-annual plans to ensure predictability and long term impact, and drawing on 
the Structural Funds where appropriate.

	 >	 Public funding aims at leveraging greater private sector investments. Innovative financing solutions 
(e.g. public-private partnerships) and the use of tax incentives are explored and adopted. Reforms 
are implemented to reflect changing conditions and ensure optimal returns on investments.

5.	 Excellence is a key criterion for research and education policy
	 >	 Research funding is increasingly allocated on a competitive basis and the balance between 

institutional and project-based funding of research has a clear rationale. Institutes are evaluated 
on the basis of internationally recognised criteria and projects are selected on the basis of the 
quality of proposals and expected results, subject to external peer review. Funding to researchers 
is portable across borders and institutes. Results of publicly funded research are protected and 
published in a way that encourages their exploitation.

	 >	 Higher education and research institutes enjoy the necessary autonomy to organise their activi-
ties in the areas of education, research, and innovation, apply open recruitment methods and 
to draw on alternative sources of funding such as philanthropy.

	 >	 The legal, financial and social frameworks for research careers, including doctoral studies, offer 
sufficiently attractive conditions to both men and women in comparison to international stand-
ards, especially those in the US. This includes favourable conditions for reconciling private and 
professional life and for professional development and training. There are incentives in place to 
attract leading international talent.

6.	 Education and training systems provide the right mix of skills
	 >	 Policies and incentives are in place to ensure a sufficient supply of (post)graduates in science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics and an appropriate mix of skills among the popula-
tion (including through strong vocational and education and training systems) in the medium-
to-longer term.

	 >	 Education and training curricula focus on equipping people with the capacity to learn and to 
develop transversal competences such as critical thinking, problem solving, creativity, team-
work, and intercultural and communication skills. Special attention is paid to address innovation 
skills gaps. Entrepreneurship education and training is widely available or included in curricula. 
Partnerships between formal education and other sectors are actively promoted to that end.

7.	 Partnerships between higher education institutes, research centres and businesses, at regional, 	
	 national and international level, are actively promoted
	 >	 Where possible, research efforts are accompanied by instruments to support the commercialisa-

tion of innovative ideas. Policies and instruments such as innovation/knowledge clusters, knowl-
edge transfer platforms, and voucher systems, are in place to encourage co-operation and 
knowledge sharing and at creating a more favourable business environment for SMEs.

	 >	 Researchers and innovators are able to move easily between public and private institutes. There 
are clear rules on the ownership of intellectual property rights and sharing and support systems 
are in place to facilitate knowledge transfer and the creation of university spin-offs and to attract 
(venture) capital and business angels.

	 >	 There are no obstacles to setting up and operating transnational partnerships and collaborations.
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8.	 Framework conditions promote business investment in R&D, entrepreneurship and innovation
	 >	 Policies to promote innovation, entrepreneurship and enhance the quality of the business envi-

ronment are closely interconnected.
	 >	 Favourable conditions are in place to foster a growing and robust venture capital market, espe-

cially for early stage investments.
	 >	 Consistent with the Small Business Act for Europe , the rules for starting up and running a business 

are simple and designed from an SME perspective. The legal framework is transparent and up-
to-date. Rules are properly enforced. Markets are dynamic and competitive. Willingness to take 
risks is promoted. Insolvency regulations support the financial reorganisation of enterprises. There 
is no discrimination against entrepreneurs who may have failed the first time around.

	 >	 An efficient, affordable and effective system for the protection of intellectual property is in place, 
which fosters innovation and preserves investment incentives. The market for innovative products 
and services is kept constantly up to date by means of an efficient standard-setting system.

9.	 Public support to research and innovation in businesses is simple, easy to access, and high quality
	 >	 There is a limited number of well targeted, clearly differentiated, and easy to access support 

schemes consistent with support available at EU level and that address well identified market 
failures in the provision of private funding for innovation.

	 >	 Funding support is tailored to the needs of companies, particularly SMEs. The emphasis is placed 
on outputs rather than on inputs and controls. Bureaucracy is kept to a minimum, selection 
criteria are straightforward and time to contract and to payment are as short as possible. Fund-
ing schemes are regularly evaluated and benchmarked against comparable schemes in other 
countries.

	 >	 National funding is allocated through international evaluation procedures and encourages 
trans-national cooperation. Rules, procedures and time-tables are aligned in order to facilitate 
participation in EU programmes and co-operation with other Member States.

	 >	 Specific support is often available to young innovative companies to help them commercialise 
ideas rapidly and promote internationalisation.

10.	The public sector itself is a driver of innovation
	 >	 The public sector provides incentives to stimulate innovation within its organisations and in the 

delivery of public services.
	 >	 Active use is made of public procurement of innovative solutions in order to improve public serv-

ices, including through dedicated budgets. Tenders are based on output-based performance 
specifications and contracts are awarded on the basis of qualitative criteria which favour inno-
vative solutions such as life-cycle analysis, rather than lowest price only. Opportunities for joint 
procurement are exploited.

	 >	 Where possible, government-owned data is made freely available as a resource for innovation.
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ACRONYMS

CIP	 Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme
EIB	 European Investment Bank
EIF	 European Investment Fund
ERDF	 European Regional Development Fund
ESF	 European Social Fund
ETI	 Entreprise de taille intermédiaire 
	 Medium-size enterprise
FDI	 Foreign Direct Investment
FP7	 7th Research and Development Framework Programme
GOPP	 Goal Oriented Project Planning
	 Planification de projet orientée vers les objectifs
HEI	 Higher Education Institution
ICT	 Information and Communication Technologies
IPR	 Intellectual Property Right
MBA	 Master of Business Administration
MIT	 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
RDA	 Regional Development Agency
R&D+I	 Research & Development + Innovation
S³	 Smart Specialisation Strategy
SME	 Small and Medium-sized Enterprise
SWOT	 Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats




