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Aim of the presentation

• To enter the present regional innovation policy debate on 
the basis of the results of the ESPON KIT project,

• to present the rationale for a regionalised conception, 
design and delivery of innovation policy.



Positioning of the KIT project
The KIT project is at the heart of an important policy debate. 
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Where do we stand with regional innovation policy debate?

The most recent regional innovation policy suggestions are 
contained in the EU official document Regional Policy 
Contributing to Smart Growth in Europe.

The document fully subscribes to the ‘smart specialization’
strategy (S3) suggested by the ‘Knowledge for Growth’ 
expert group to DG Research, which advocates for
differentiated policies for ‘core’ and ‘periphery’ regions 
(Foray et al., 2009):

- leading regions invest in the invention of GPTs (core);
- follower regions invest in the “co-invention of 

applications” (periphery).



Strong and acceptable achievements of the S3

- The un-appropriateness of the “R&D to everybody” 
innovation policy approach;

- the main ideas behind the strategy, namely
specialization, embeddedness and connectedness:      
in line with main regional approaches (Milieu Innovateur, 
RIS, Learning Regions);

- the necessity of achieving a critical mass in R&D 
spending in single regions.



Limits of the S3
The limits of the S3 are:
- formal knowledge is considered as the only source of 

innovation;
- ignores the large variability of regional paths towards 

innovation itself, on which innovation policies should 
carefully focus.

The logics of innovation is more complex than the linear 
model R&D Innovation suggests!

The geography of innovation is more complex than a simple 
core-periphery model!



The importance of a territorial approach (1)
A. Relevance of informal sources of knowledge, linked to 

creativity, culture, taste, that grow in local communities;

B. some regions develop product innovations in their
specialization fields, either using off-the-shelf general 
purpose technologies developed elsewhere, or acquiring
some crucial knowledge from outside;

C. the capacity of an economic system to take advantage
from knowledge created elsewhere depends on its
culture, entrepreneurial spirit and openness to external
stimuli; in a word, on its ‘cognitive and social capital’;



The importance of a territorial approach (2)

D. In some catching-up regions, technological or knowledge 
advancement take place through knowledge spillovers from 
large multinational plants into the local fabric of SMEs;

E. the ability to organize financial capital, general information, 
consolidated technologies and codified knowledge into 
innovative production processes and products is by no 
means pervasive. Instead it exists selectively only in some 
places where tacit knowledge is continuously created, 
exchanged and utilized, and turned into business ideas.



But …
The translation of a sectoral policy into a regional setting is
not easy: it calls for a truly place-based approach, 
considering specificities of the single regions.

Existing regional innovation taxonomies are inadequate: 

• either they are based on the simple intensity of R&D 
activities (S3, OECD taxonomies);

• or they merge together indicators as diverse as patenting, 
R&D, sectoral structure, presence of innovation enablers, 
with no clear conceptual expectations on the linkages
among different variables (RIS).



Therefore ….
A taxonomy that could capture the specificities of each
regional way towards innovation is crucial.

This is where the KIT project has played an important role, 
suggesting a taxonomy based on the concept of

‘Territorial Patterns of Innovation’: 

• a spatial breakdown of variants of the linear logical path
knowledge invention innovation development,

• built on presence/absence of territorial preconditions for 
knowledge creation, knowledge attraction and innovation.



KIT taxonomy: territorial pattern of innovation
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KIT taxonomy: territorial pattern of innovation
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KIT taxonomy: territorial pattern of innovation
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Territorial patterns of innovation in Europe
Pattern 1= European science-based area

Pattern 2 = Applied science area

Pattern 3 = Smart technological 
application area 

Pattern 4 = Smart and creative 
diversification area 

Pattern 5 = Imitative innovation area 



Economic efficiency of the different terriorial patterns
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Impact ranking by patterns
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In bold, unexpected results 



‘Smart innovation’ policies: definition 

‘Smart innovation’ policies may be defined as:

those policies able to increase the innovation capability 
of an area by boosting effectiveness of accumulated 
knowledge, fostering new applications and 
diversification, enlarging and deepening the local 
knowledge base, starting from local specificities and 
the established innovation patterns in each region.



‘Smart innovation’ policies: goals, actions and styles

Smart innovation policies adapt the two policy concepts 
of the S3 – embeddedness and connectedness – to
each Territorial Pattern of Innovation, differentiating for 
each pattern the policy goals to be achieved, and 
highlighting crucial policy styles to be adopted for their 
implementation.



‘Smart innovation’ policies: policy goals 
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Smart innovation policies: policy actions 
Territorial patterns of innovation
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‘Smart innovation’ policy styles
- Explicit justification for the spatial allocation of funds and 

for differentiation of policy tools; 
- tripartite co-operation between universities, research

centres and firms in main R&D projects; 
- peer assessment of R&D programmes and projects; 
- continuity in public support subject to intermediate and 

ex-post assessment of outcomes;
- tapping creativity and entrepreneurial spirit; 
- definition of informal but also lightly structured local

processes of ‘strategic industrial planning’.



Evolutionary smart innovation policies
- Some regions could be able to ‘jump’ over different and 

more complex innovation patterns (empirical evidence 
collected); 

- ‘evolutionary’ policies could support these paths, with 
extreme attention and careful assessments, provided 
that context conditions and reliability of actors and 
strategies/projects could reduce risks of failure.



Thank you very much
for your attention
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