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The I3 Discussion Groups (I3DGs) - developed within the Policy Lab hosted by the
Support Facility for Interregional Innovation Investments (I13) - provide a platform for

exchange between policy makers already actively engaged or willing to be engaged in
innovation policy and interregional collaboration. By fostering dialogue and collaboration
among experts, the Discussion Groups aim to strengthen interregional innovation
ecosystems and accelerate the market uptake of research results in shared Smart
Specialisation Strategy (S3) areas.

This peer-learning and knowledge-sharing space for exploration and innovation in

policymaking aims to:

Leverage on I3 project results

Collect examples of good practice in the field of interregional innovation

investments

Enhance capacities of policy makers to develop and test new policy solutions
supporting interregional collaborations

Figure 1. Main elements of the I3 Policy Lab
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Source: Own elaboration

The IBDGs aim to address policy makers interest in the refinement of their innovation
policies and testing new policy approaches. Their ultimate goal is to serve as a practical


https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/launch-i3-support-facility-strengthen-interregional-innovation-investments-ecosystems-2025-01-08_en
https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/news/launch-i3-support-facility-strengthen-interregional-innovation-investments-ecosystems-2025-01-08_en
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a useful tool for beneficiaries, including policy makers, business and business
organisations and research institutions.

For 2025, and based on the Expression of Interest launch in mid-January 2025, three
I3DGs have been kicked off:
1) 13DG on how to engage better Managing Authorities (MAs)
2) 13DG on regional, national, European, and global value chain creation, and
challenges for EU regions (focus on the less developed areas)
3) I3DG on regional innovation ecosystem management, promoting the
entrepreneurial discovery process and links among quadruple-helix players

This scoping note focuses on the ISDG on Management of Regional Innovation
Ecosystemsin I3. Itis based on an analysis of relevant documents on the topic, as well as
insights gathered from the discussions held during the Kick off meeting’.

2.13 instrument: from regional to interregional
Innovation

The idea of interregional collaboration in science, technology and innovation (STI) is not
new in EU policy. What is new is that, today, this collaboration requires full policy
integration, aligning strategic and technical agendas. Within Cohesion Policy, in broad
terms, regional approaches can range from simple opportunities for exchange of policy
practice, at one end of the spectrum, to proper strategic cooperation at the other end,
evolving from policy learning to policy alignment, to policy integration? (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. A simplified view of instruments for interregional cooperation within Cohesion Policy

Policy learning Policy alignment Policy integration
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Mariussen, et al. 2016; Uyarra et al., 2018; 20143

The Interregional Innovation Investments (13), funded by the European Regional
Development Fund (ERDF) for the 2021-2027 period and centrally managed at EU level,
aimsto bolsterinterregional collaboration and innovation in the European Union. Its main
objective is to support the commercialisation and scaling up of interregional
innovation projects in shared smart specialisation priority areas.


https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/programmes/interregional-innovation-investments-i3-instrument_en
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To understand the complexity of the instrument, and therefore the rationale for the I3
Support Facility and its Policy Lab, it is important to understand how this shift of focus
from regional to inter-regional innovation took place and the challenges therein. In the
current programming period, regions have been asked to include “measures for
international collaboration” for the fulfilment of the enabling condition “Good governance
of national or regional smart specialisation strategy”. Outward-looking specialisation
emphasises the identification of niches, clusters, cross-sectoral innovation, and value
chain linkages to find a region’s competitive advantage in international markets and
identify partners to deliver new solutions and solve common challenges. This
interregional dimension of S3 has been a much-debated topic. The literature on
interregional collaboration had consistently found different degrees of ‘outward
orientation’ in R&l policy collaborations from one-off cooperation for specific purposes to
the development of integrated innovation strategies®.

The 13 has entered this necessary yet challenging policy space complementing other EU-
level preparatory initiatives. In the last decade, the EC also launched the so-called Smart
Specialisation Thematic Platforms, and their related partnerships (TSSP)¢, thereby
marking a new policy phase. Knowledge-based development, which so far had been
addressed either from the dimension of excellence (through the framework programme
and subsequently Horizon-Europe) or from a territorial dimension, through ERDF
operational programmes and in particular Smart Specialisation, was for the first time
addressed from an interregional perspective: knowledge, collaboration and integration
were acknowledged as critical to develop value chains at the European level.

The logic behind this shift, is that when local learning meets external connections,
opportunities to join new value-chains open-up. Hence, the challenge for the
policymakers is to create "open regions" through smart policies, which leverage local
strengths to increase openness and access to external opportunities.

Thus, 13 responds precisely to these needs. Indeed, the Commission's 2017 Innovation
Communication’ emphasised the need for stronger interregional and cross-border
collaboration in globalised economies and introduced the 13, within the ERDF Regulation,
to support and encourage TSSP to step-up European cooperation with a view to
strengthen European value chains. Remarkably, if the development of S3 represented a
challenge for regional policy makers, the added interregional dimension, amplifies both
the opportunities and the complexities at stake. Indeed, for collaborative interregional
investment projects to succeed, robust regional innovation ecosystems and established
stakeholders’ networks need to be in place. Both aspects are particularly challenging for
less developed regions, which nevertheless have strong potential to deploy.

The main dimensions of the I3 instrument are summarised in the box below.


https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/about_en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/policy/communities-and-networks/s3-community-of-practice/about_en
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Interregional: creating links between EU regions around shared or
complementary smart specialisation areas and involving all components of the
regional or national innovations ecosystems

Innovation: Testing, demonstration, piloting, large-scale product validation and
market replication, adaptation of existing prototypes. Accelerating innovation,
bringing solutions and new products supporting Digital and Green transitions and
smart manufacturing.

Investments: Financial and advisory support for joint innovation projects,
advancing from ideas to implementation, direct investment in companies.

More recently, the Commission has proposed targeted changes to Cohesion Policy funds
enabling Member States to modify part of their 2021-2027 allocations towards new EU
priorities: competitiveness, defence, affordable housing, water resilience, and energy
transition®. They would also have the option to reallocate ERDF resources to the I3
Instrument to support innovation-driven partnerships and actors from their regions. The
proposal introduces additional pre-financing, the possibility of up to 100% EU financing,
and extended implementation deadlines for programmes aligning with these objectives.

3.Management of Regional Innovation Ecosystems
in 13

Main rationale

Innovation ecosystems embed the concept of quadruple helix (government, business,
academic and civil society) that drives the entrepreneurial discovery process at the heart
of the S3 concept. Ecosystems bring together organisations whose purpose is innovation
and include the links between resources (such as funding, equipment and facilities),
organisations (such as higher education institutions, research and technology
organisations, companies, venture capitalists and financial intermediaries), investors
and policymakers’.

The Interregional Innovation Investments (I13) Instrument is a major European initiative
designed to strengthen and connect regional innovation ecosystems across the EU. It
does so through a combination of targeted funding, capacity building, and strategic
collaboration, with a strong focus on smart specialisation and interregional cooperation.

The main ways in which the I3 instrument can strengthen regional innovation ecosystems
are the following according to the analysis? of survey launched by EISMEA targeting the
beneficiaries of the first generation of I3 projects:

T https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/programmes/european-innovation-ecosystems_en
2 Analysis of the implementation of 13 instrument as perceived by the first generation of 13 consortia (June
2024)



https://eismea.ec.europa.eu/programmes/european-innovation-ecosystems_en
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e Strengthening regional authorities and local innovation actors
Regional authorities often serve as project initiators and coordinators, leveraging I3
support to align local development strategies with broader EU priorities (e.g., green and
digital transitions). This enhances the strategic capacity of regions to drive innovation and
economic growth. The instrument also fosters the involvement of a wide range of
stakeholders, enhancing the diversity and resilience of regional innovation ecosystems.

¢ Facilitating knowledge transfer, replicability, and market uptake
I3 projects are designed to be replicable, with mechanisms in place to identify and exploit
opportunities for scaling and transferring solutions to other regions, including less
developed areas. Successful pilots and tested solutions are shared and adapted for use
in different regional contexts, accelerating the spread of innovation across Europe.

o Triggering interregional collaboration and value chain development
The 13 Instrument acts as a catalyst for cooperation between regions, especially in
strategic sectors. By bringing together experienced and new partners, it enables regional
ecosystems to pool expertise, resources, and networks, which is essential for building
robust value chains and scaling innovations across borders.

e Supporting SMEs and startups with ecosystem integration
The 13 Instrument enhances access to business support services and networks,
particularly for SMEs and startups. 13 projects should aim to create EU-wide networks of
innovation hubs, making it easier for SMEs to access support and integrate into regional
and European value chains.

In a nutshell, regional innovation ecosystems should play a crucial role in enhancing a
region's innovation capacity by facilitating knowledge exchange, encouraging risk-taking,
and providing access to necessary resources and support systems. The regional
innovation ecosystem plays a crucial role in nurturing entrepreneurship, attracting
investments, creating jobs, and developing innovative solutions to complex regional
problems*-

By connecting innovation ecosystems, the I3 Instrument strengthens the capacity of
regional innovation actors—including SMEs, clusters, incubators, and public
authorities (represented by the nodes in the figure below), providing funding, advisory
services, and networking opportunities (those interactions are represented by the
arrows). 13 projects should enable regions to identify investment opportunities, develop
business cases, and engage in cross-border value chains.


https://www.vationventures.com/glossary/innovation-ecosystem-definition-explanation-and-use-cases
https://www.wd-deo.gc.ca/eng/19775.asp
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Figure 3 Schematic representation of an ecosystem including stakeholders and their interactions
(source: European Commission)
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A good understanding of the internal (within the ecosystem) and external (between actors
of distinct ecosystems) interactions is crucial to identify key drivers favouring
interregional collaboration through 13 projects (figure 4).

Figure 4 Schematic representation of internal and external interactions between 3 ecosystems
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Setting the scene for the 13 discussion Group

The purpose of this discussion group is twofold, with two objectives that are
complementary to each other:

e Identifying key drivers and main bottlenecks for the management of a regional
innovation ecosystem that support the implementation of I3 projects. This implies
the identification and characterisation of ties/collaboration patterns between Q4
stakeholders within and outside the ecosystem;

e Shapingthe base of a management framework for regional innovation ecosystems
with the collection of good and transferable practices for the generation and the
implementation of I3 projects.

The following section gives a first understanding of what a management of an innovation
ecosystem in the context of I3 instrument is by providing a definition of its main
stakeholders and their various forms of interaction.

The actors involved in the management of the innovation ecosystem

An innovation ecosystem has no legal existence and no precise boundaries, apart from a
territorial component that brings together the stakeholders from the Quadruple helix.
Because of these undefined boundaries, the question of its management is not an easy
one. The management of the ecosystem corresponds to a tacit agreement between
stakeholders with their own individual objectives and agenda, however with a common
objective that should be to create economic and societal value. The implementation of I3
instrument should benefit from (and reinforce) links between players within the
ecosystem and between complementary ecosystems. These connections between
stakeholders can be established at different levels and through different forms or
modalities and must be understood as part of the management of the ecosystem as a
whole.

The management of the ecosystem should include the following key actors with their
respective roles:

¢ Regional (territorial) authorities: they are the funding managing authorities and
are also the political representation of the region (territory). Regional authorities
decide whether it is relevant to engage into an 13 project.

e Regional innovation agencies: they are the operational level of the regional
governance. They oversee the implementation of S3 and should lead I3 project
implementation.

e SME Clusters: Clusters can act as interface between policymakers and SMEs
(collection of needs as main recipient of the public aid).

e Large corporates: Large corporates tend to be alighed with S3 areas and are an
important component in the selection of these areas®. Large companies may
support start-ups through venture capital or the venture client model. They may
also have close links with SMEs established in the region.

3 Their involvement in regional innovation policy may not be direct, but they could be represented in S3
working groups
10



Interregional
European Innovation
L. Investments
Commission

e SME/Startups: they are the main recipients of the funds.

e Incubators/Accelerators: These instruments are animportant component for the
emergence of local startups. They can be in direct link with corporates, universities
or independent (not linked to any other organisation).

e Universities and public R&D labs: these stakeholders generate the knowledge
that should allow the creation of a startup. They also participate in the talent
attraction.

e Science parks and other business intermediaries: they support startups and
high-growth companies, promoting collaboration between academia, industry,
and government. If presentin in the ecosystem, science parks can act aninterface
between regional authorities and other stakeholders.

Supporting interregional cooperation in innovation requires navigating complex
ecosystems, identifying other regions and stakeholders with common interests and
building on existing networks and boundary spanners. Regional innovation governance
consists of a large view of rules, actions and institutions meant to coordinate the regional
innovation ecosystems.*

What are the types of linkages/interactions between ecosystem
actors?

To complement the definition of the stakeholders (or group of stakeholders) who actively
contribute to the ecosystem itself, the links (formal and informal) between them need to
be defined. The drivers (levers) on the ecosystem lie in the links between organisations (or
groups of organisations) which should make it possible to steer the ecosystem in one
direction or another towards interregional collaboration.

The following list of links/ties is not exhaustive; some are more important than others in
the context of creation of interregional collaboration and implementation of 13 projects.

e Hierarchical links: Public organisations involved in the innovation ecosystem
have a direct hierarchical link with regional or national authorities (multi-level
governance) with missions/objectives to address.

e Capitalistic links: Large corporates can have subsidiaries (SMEs) forming their
supply chain possibly for R&l activities or shares in startup capital (CVC) or direct
interest in startup (through venture client model).

e Support/aid links: They can take the form of grants, vouchers, and in-kind support
(e.g., incubators, training, business coaching).

e Strategic links: Strategic alignment/agreement between equivalent organisations
within or outside the regional ecosystem.

4 Morisson, A. & Pattinson, M. (2022). Innovation Governance. Lille: Interreg Europe Policy Learning
Platform. https://www.interregeurope.eu/find-policy-solutions/policy-briefs/regional-innovation-

governance

11
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Identifying the stakeholders and their interactions can allow the identification of
actionable drivers for the management of ecosystems fostering interregional innovation
investments.

4.Key questions that can be addressed in the
ISDG

This section brings together the main questions that may arise concerning the
management of innovation ecosystems in the context of the implementation of the I3
instrument. These three questions and related sub-questions stem from preparatory
work carried out by the 13 Discussion Group based on existing documents from
organisations such as ERRIN, the interreg policy learning platform and the European
Commission, as well as from discussions held during the I13DG kick-off on 14 April.

1) What are the key elements of strategic alignment and governance necessary
for an effective management of Innovation ecosystem for a good promotion
and implementation of the I3 instrument?

What governance models or coordination mechanisms are most effective for
managing interregionalinnovation ecosystems, especially when involving multiple
regions with varying levels of development?

What type of coordinating body would be useful to effectively manage an
ecosystemb (strategic forum?)? Which organisation could supervise it?

How could each region define its optimal governance and management model,
adapted to its institutional structure and political autonomy (tailored governance
and management models)?

2) How can stakeholders from the Quadruple Helix better contribute to the
design of a shared ecosystem management that leads to effective promotion
and implementation of the 13 instrument?

How can clusters, interregional networks, and civil society be more inclusively and
systematically involved in I3 projects, and what roles should they play in
ecosystem management?

What are best practices for building trust and sustaining engagement among
diverse ecosystem actors over the lifecycle of an 13 project?

How can knowledge transfer and the sharing of good practices between
ecosystems be facilitated to accelerate the market uptake of innovations?

How to better engage non-headquartered large corporate subsidiaries part of the
regional innovation ecosystem?

3) How can the ecosystem management contribute to capacity building and
support for SMEs through the I3 instrument?

5 Emilia Romagna region coordinates strategic Fora on specific areas gathering the ecosystem actors
12
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In what ways can the 13 instrument enhance the integration of SMEs and startups
into regional and interregional innovation ecosystems, and what specific support
mechanisms are most effective?

How can technical assistance, such as support for business model development
and regulatory compliance, be better integrated into ecosystem management
practices?

As a result of the upcoming two meetings of the I3DG, a policy brief will be produced,
which will include the following elements

The identification of the main drivers, bottlenecks and good practices for an
ecosystem management favouring interregional collaboration through the I3
instrument across the three main questions.

The proposal of an ecosystem management framework for a good
implementation of the I3 instrument favouring the emergence of new projects
coming from the ecosystems and interregional collaboration.

13



