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Introduction 

Context and rationale 
Regional innovation ecosystems 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. It also plays a critical role in nurturing 

entrepreneurship, attracting investments, creating jobs, and developing innovative solutions 

to complex regional problems.  

By connecting innovation ecosystems, the I3 Instrument aims at strengthening the capacity of 

regional innovation actors, including SMEs, clusters, incubators, and public authorities, 

providing funding, advisory services, and networking opportunities. 

Objectives of the webinar 
The Outreach Webinar explored the role of Innovation Ecosystem Management for Better I3 

Instrument Implementation. 

The webinar was built on the first I3 Policy Discussion Group meetings outcomes, which has 

been a platform for policy-makers to exchange on the following core topics:  

- Is there a minimum requirement in terms of ecosystem readiness for a good 

implementation of I3 instrument? 

- How could ecosystem orchestration contribute to preparing and support local SMEs 

for interregional collaboration in I3 projects? 

- What can be the role of clusters, universities, accelerators and all other intermediaries’ 

actors in ecosystem orchestration? 

The agenda of the webinar is available in Annexe 1. 

Pre-conditions (readiness level) for a regional 

innovation system to engage into I3 projects 

The I3 Instrument is built around the logic of connecting regional innovation ecosystems and 

fostering long-term interregional collaboration within a common framework that ensures 

strategic alignment. Therefore, effective engagement in I3 should be built on well-structured 

regional ecosystems; with simple, robust and participatory governance structures already in 

place, which act as direct facilitators of interregional cooperation. 
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Moreover, Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3) are key readiness enablers, acting as a 

structuring framework that ensures strategic coherence and prevents fragmentation. S3 

provides a stable, outward-looking framework that connects capacities, opportunities and 

funding, enabling sustained interregional collaboration. In this perspective, S3-linked 

ecosystems provide solid foundations by linking regional dynamics to interregional ambitions 

and embedding I3 cooperation into existing governance structures. In particular, S3-linked 

ecosystems: 

- Combine strategic steering (by public authorities) with operational leadership (by 

ecosystem actors) 

- Empower intermediaries (technology centres, clusters) to take on leadership roles 

- Involve businesses through market-oriented approaches 

- Connect capacities, opportunities and funding 

Assessing ecosystem readiness for interregional collaboration is therefore a key next step. A 

practical tool to evaluate the readiness level has been presented during the webinar. It is 

structured around five dimensions and allow ecosystems to regions identify strengths and 

gaps and better prepare for effective interregional collaboration under I3. 

Figure 1 Self-assessment tool for ecosystem readiness level1 

 

 
1 The definitions of the recommendation numbers are available in Annexe 2. 
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How innovation ecosystem orchestration helps 

SMEs for interregional collaboration in I3 projects 

An integrated model of Innovation, Policies and Finance: the case of 
Emilia Romagna  
Emilia-Romagna is a highly structured and mature regional innovation ecosystem. This 

example aims to demonstrate how innovation performance can be strengthened through an 

integrated approach combining innovation policy, governance and financing mechanisms. 

Throught the example of blue economy and the construction of a blue regional community 

with the BLU-ER model, the presentation highlighted key requirements for an effective 

implementation of I3 instrument. 

- The effectiveness of innovation investments relies on several enabling conditions: the 
presence of a critical mass of innovation actors, strong cooperation networks, 
sufficient administrative and governance capacity, alignment with Smart 
Specialisation Strategies (S3), and a solid innovation infrastructure  
 

- Readiness is essential to facilitate cooperation between regions with different levels 

of development and reduce implementation risks. It improves the effective use of EU 

funds and increase the likelihood of long-term economic and innovation impacts 

 

- Ecosystem orchestration is a key policy mechanism to support interregional 

collaboration under I3. Orchestration helps coordinate actors, resources and 

strategies, and supports SMEs in overcoming structural and coordination barriers. This 

includes connecting SMEs with relevant partners inside and outside the region, 

facilitating trust-building and long-term collaboration, improving access to mentoring 

and innovation services, ensuring alignment with S3 priorities, and helping SMEs 

navigate I3 rules, funding mechanisms and administrative procedures 

 

Entrepreneurial Universities as key contributor to innovation ecosystem 
dynamics  
Embeddedness is a key concept in ecosystem orchestration. Indeed, economic action is 

embedded in social relations, and this embeddedness shapes how entrepreneurial activity 

develops within university ecosystems, using three dimensions: 

- Societal: Political, institutional, regulatory & cultural frameworks 
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- Territorial: Geographic anchoring & regional economic dynamics 

- Network: Structure of stakeholder relationships & collaborations 

 

The findings of the study EcoAction Consortium (HEI Initiative, 2024), based on a meta-

analysis and case study of six entrepreneurial ecosystems across Europe were presented. The 

objective was to assess the maturity of regional ecosystems that support startup development 

and could potentially benefit from engagement in I3 projects. The analysis identified critical 

success factors for entrepreneurial ecosystems, notably the importance of strong networks, 

visibility and promotion, social capital development, mentoring and coaching, and access to 

support services.  

In addition, several enabling factors were highlighted as particularly relevant to I3 

implementation, including collaboration partnerships, management support, coaching and 

incubators, entrepreneurship events (contests, hackathons), and access to infrastructure and 

facilities. 

Finally, the role of universities was underlined as a structuring component of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems, notably through their “third mission” which creates a two-way dynamics between 

academia and regional ecosystem: 

- Pulling regional capabilities into teaching and research (inbound); 

- Pushing university innovation into the regional economy (outbound); 

- Creating feedback loops with regional stakeholders (interactive) 

Improvement needs and strategic actions relevant to I3 include strengthening horizontal 

connections between orchestrators, aligning funding instruments with startup lifecycle stages, 

building institutional capacity for later stages (including exit), and reinforcing staff skills in 

entrepreneurship engagement. 
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Annexe 1. Agenda of the webinar 
 

28 January 2026 - From 2pm to 3:30pm. 

Online - 90min 

 
2:00-2:10 Introduction on I3 Support Facility EISMEA/I3 Support Facility 

2:10-2:20pm Lessons learned from the I3 Policy 

Discussion Group on Innovation Ecosystems 

Management 

Mathieu Doussineau, I3 

Support Facility Team 

Session 1: Pre-conditions (readiness level) for a regional innovation system to engage into I3 

projects 

2:20-2:30pm 
 “Ecosystem Readiness Level for Engaging in 
I3 projects”  

 Javier Alvarez Benedi, STI 
Commission, Castilla y León 
Region (ES)  

2:30pm-2:40pm Q&A from the audience Matthieu Lacave, I3 Support 

Facility Team 

Session 2:  How Innovation Ecosystem Orchestration helps SMEs for interregional collaboration in 

I3 projects – Some lessons learnt from practitioners  

2:40pm-2:55pm “An integrated model of Innovation, 

Policies and Finance: the case of Emilia 

Romagna” 

Tiziana De Nittis, Emilia 

Romagna Region  

2:55pm – 3:10pm Entrepreneurial Universities as key 

contributor to innovation ecosystem 

dynamics”  

Dina Pereira, CEO of NeuroSoV 

(Biotech start-up) and 

Executive Director of 

UBImedical (University of Beira 

Incubator) (PT)  

3:10-3:20pm Q&A from the audience Matthieu Lacave, I3 Support 

Facility Team 

3:20-3:30pm Wrap-up & Next steps Matthieu Lacave, I3 Support 

Facility Team 
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Annexe 2. Recommendations from the Discussion Group 
Key elements for an effective ecosystem orchestration 

Recommendation 1 Develop and use an “ecosystem readiness level” framework to assess regional capacities and gaps, 

analogous to TRL, recognizing maturity differences between regions and their innovation ecosystems 

Recommendation 2 Invest in capacity building including skills, governance structures, and absorptive capacity to ensure that 

all regions can participate effectively in interregional projects 

Recommendation 3 Ensure strong political and institutional support for interregional collaboration, coupled with clear 

strategic alignment through shared long-term vision, priorities, and roadmaps that are regularly updated 

Recommendation 4 Promote participatory governance, involving intermediaries (clusters, agencies, incubators, universities, 

technology centres) and utilizing vertical (within ecosystem) and horizontal (between ecosystem) links 

Quadruple Helix Stakeholders Contribution to the orchestration of ecosystem 

Recommendation 5 Define a conductor acting as an orchestration Entity (a facilitator) 

Recommendation 6 Promote the role of universities and university alliances as engines for linking ecosystems, supporting 

knowledge valorisation, talent development, and regional integration 

Recommendation 7 Use intermediaries such as clusters and agencies to broker relationships, map strengths and gaps, channel 

funding opportunities between stakeholders and facilitate connections for both SMEs and large 

organizations 

Recommendation 8 Provide tailored capacity-building according to the needs of each stakeholder group 

Recommendation 9 Create structured spaces for intentional exchanges 

Capacity building and SME support 

Recommendation 10 Map technological capacities and skill gaps among SMEs to design tailored support programmes, 

particularly in regions that have identified integration challenges 

 


