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RIS3: Europako

erregioetan espezializazio

adimenduneko estrategiak
garatzeko, ezinbestekoa da
erregioz azpiko gobernuak

ere inplikatzea

Erregioetako industria biziberritzeko, gero eta ohikoagoa da tokiaren
indarguneak eta ikerketa-lerro estrategikoak identifikatzeko prozesu
partizipatiboak abiatzea. Prozesuetan botila-lepo errepikakorrak izaten
dira, ordea, eta haiek ebazteko zenbait gako proposatu dituzte ikertzaileek:
aldundiak, garapen agentziak eta udalak inplikatzea, gatazkak bideratzeko
baliabideak eskuratzea eta giza zientzietako ikertzaileak integratzea.

Europako Batzordeak, eredu ekonomiko berri bat
lortze aldera, herrialde eta erregio guztiei eskatu die
identifikatu ditzatela berrikuntzan eta industrian
beste herrialdeen aldean dituzten indarguneak eta
abantailak. Eta, horretan oinarrituta, zehaztu de-
zatela zein izango diren lehentasunez finantzatu
beharreko berrikuntza-lerro estrategikoak. Espezia-
lizazio adimenduneko estrategia horiek aplikatzeak
globalki lehiakorragoak egingo ditu erregioak.

AEBren aldean Europak ekoizpen industrialean
duen arrakalarekin kezkatuta ezarri ditu Batzor-
deak espezializazio adimenduneko estrategiak
(RIS3), baina ez da erraza praktikan gauzatzea,
parte hartzeko prozesu konplexuak izaten baitira.
Ikertzaileek proposatzen dute erregioz azpiko go-
bernuek, RIS3an eskumenik ez duten arren, fun-
tsezko zeregina izan dezaketela, harreman zuze-
Nna izaten baitute prozesuan inplikatutako eragile
askorekin. Gertutasun eta harreman-sare horiek
baliatzeak gobernantza erraztu dezake.

Arrakastarako hiru gako

Ikerketaren arabera, prozesua eraginkorra izan
dadin, ezinbestekoa da aurretik eragileen arteko
sareak sortzea, elkarlanean aritu daitezen politi-
ka horiek formulatzeko garaian. Horrek erregioko
gobernuen eta erregioz azpiko gobernuen arte-
ko komunikazio zuzena eta eraginkorra eskatzen
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du.. EAEko lau adibide aztertu dituzte ikertzaileek
maila anitzeko gobernantzaren arrakastarako ga-
koak identifikatzeko: Eusko Jaurlaritzak bideratu-
tako prozesu bat, foru-aldundi batek bideratuta-
koa, eskualde mailakoa eta udal mailakoa. Horiek
denak aztertuta, prozesuan azaldu diren arazoak
gainditzeko gakoak eman dituzte.

Bestetik, enpresetako eragileek, ikertzaileek eta
eragile sozialek gaitasun handia izan dezakete es-
kualdearen berrikuntza-indarguneak identifika-
tzeko. Beraz, gomendatzen dute administrazioak
goitik behera ezarritako erabakiak ekiditea, eta
behetik gorako ikuspegia erabiltzea. Alabaina, ikus-
pegi horrekin jokatzeko, ezinbestekoa ikusten dute
botere-dinamikak alboratuko dituen gobernan-
tza-eredu bat ezartzea. Prozesua konplexua izaten
da, eta gatazkak sor daitezke erabakiak hartzeko
unean. Beraz, ikusi dute funtsezkoa dela prozesua
abiatu aurretik gatazkak ebazteko baliabideak bi-
latzea, prozesua arrakastatsua izango bada.

Azkenik, ikerketak agerian utzi du giza zientzieta-
ko ikertzaileek prozesuan parte hartzea ere gakoa
izan daitekeela: beren ezagutza transmititu eta
prozesua elkarrizketara bideratzeko jarrera hartu
dezakete, eta gobernantza-mekanismo berritzai-
leak bultzatu. Aldaketarako eragile aktiboak iza-
nik, murriztu eginen dute politiken eta inplemen-
tazio praktikoaren arteko arrakala.
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ABSTRACT: Since the concept of Smart Specialization was launched, an effort has been made to clarify
and establish criteria for its implementation. Part of the difficulties in implementing Research and In-
novation Smart Specialization Strategies (RIS3) is their emphasis on bottom-up approaches, which are
required because there are public and private stakeholders that are better positioned than governments
to find the domains in which the region is likely to excel. Regions must shift towards a new generation
of industrial policy and the difficulties for advancing in this direction are already visible. Designing and
implementing a smart specialisation strategy at regional level: Some open questions. The centrality of
entrepreneurial discovery in building and implementing a smart specialisation strategy. Efforts to imple-
ment smart specialization in practice — leading unlike horses to the water. The paper is based on four cases
related to governance and learning for smart specialization in the Basque Country (Spain) and presents
three main lessons learnt. The first has to do with connections between regional and sub-regional govern-
ments in order to construct networks of territorial actors that can act as the senses of governments in the
territory. The second is about the challenge of handling complexity and conflict and the third is about the
integration of social researchers in RIS3 processes.

1. Introduction founders of the concept) and a group of experts
known as the “Knowledge for Growth” expert group
was set up a few years ago to advise the European
Commission (Capello, 2014).

The concept of Smart Specialization and the related
policy known as Research and Inno- vation Smart
Specialization Strategies (RIS3) have become crit-
ical in European regional innovation and devel- Thesmartspecializationargumentoriginallyemerged
opment policy since Dominique Foray (one of the out of the discussion of the transatlantic produc-
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tivity gap (Foray, David, & Hall, 2009). The focus
here was initially on the role played by transatlantic
differences in R&D intensity in explaining growth
differentials. As McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2011,
2014) point out, the first explanation, called the
“structural effect”, emphasizes transatlantic differ-
ences in industrial structure. In particular, the EU’s
industrial structure is disproportionally character-
ized by traditional, middle and low-tech sectors,
and this implies a lower capacity to translate R&D
into productivity gains. The second explanation,
known as the “intrinsic effect”, argues that even
within the same sectors, European firms exhibit
a lower ability to translate R&D into productivity
gains or other types of investment (McCann & Or-
tega-Argilés, 2014). According to these authors, the
limited knowledge-transmission mechanisms be-
tween sectors and firms and also between regions,
caused by the heterogeneity of the EU integration
process, hinder the ability to spread the benefits of
new R&D-related technologies across all sectors
and industries.

Since the concept of Smart Specialization was
launched and this debate began, an effort has been
made to clarify and establish criteria for taking it
into practice. It is currently playing a central role
in the development of a reformed European Cohe-
sion Policy and the Europe 2020 agenda, which is
based on the principles of “smart growth”, “green
growth” and “inclusive growth” (Capello, 2014; For-
ay, 2014; Iacobucci, 2014; McCann & Ortega-Argilés,
2011, 2014). Landabaso (2014) underlines how, since
2009, and in the aftermath of the global financial
and economic crisis, the concept of smart special-
ization has echoed in several European and global
economic institutions, such as the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).
We present this perspective in a nutshell by quoting
Landabaso (2014, p. 132):

Smart specialisation implies that a member
state or region identifies and selects —on the
basis of a bottom-up and top-down priority set-
ting process— a limited number of priorities for
knowledge-based investments focusing on re-
gions’ strengths and comparative advantages.
This approach will hopefully help regions realise

their innovation potential and refocus their in-
dustrial and knowledge assets in the direction of
emerging industries and services and interna-
tional markets.

Since the concept was launched, academics have
aimed to help regions to start these pro- cesses. But
especially in 2014 and 2015, when some results from
these experiences became available, there has been
a shift in the literature towards understanding the
difficulties faced by regions in their implemen-
tation processes and how such difficulties can be
over- come. In this article we interpret implemen-
tation as the process of putting into practical ef-
fect in the policy making process the concepts and
frameworks elaborated for smart specialization
and RIS3. It includes stages prior to the approval of
the strategy and also later stages.

Following Coffano and Foray (2014), most regions
are moving from the “easy-to-do” structural anal-
ysis to “hard-to-do” entrepreneurial discovery and
they are struggling to achieve this. Authors such as
Kroll (2015) and Ortega-Argilés (2012) have already
addressed this challenge and our aim is to contrib-
ute to this by sharing lessons learnt in the Basque
Country.

The reflections on the Basque case help to argue
that some of the difficulties faced by governments
in the implementation process are derived from
the affirmation that RIS3 is neither “coffee for all”,
nor “picking winners from above” (Boschma, 2014;
Capello, 2014; Foray, 2013; Foray et al., 2009; Foray,
David, & Hall, 2011; Landabaso, 2014; McCann &
Ortega-Argilés, 2014). It is not about selecting firms
or sectors, but about the research and innovation
activities and the generic technology(ies) that can
help a regional economy to diversify into higher
value-added markets (McCann & Ortega-Argilés,
2011, 2014). Two of the main difficulties when im-
plementing RIS3 are their bottom-up approaches
and the aim to integrate private and public stake-
holders (Foray et al., 2009, 2012).

The implementation of these RIS3 requires regions
to shift towards a new generation of “industrial pol-
icy” and the difficulties related to those challenges
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are already visible (Coffano & Foray, 2014; lacobuc-
ci, 2014; Kroll, 2015). In order to respond to the chal-
lenges of RIS3, we will argue that governments
need to develop a network of territorial actors that
can act as the senses of governments in the terri-
tory. This has to do with the model of governance
in the region and we will also argue for the inte-
gration of sub- regional governments in these net-
works, which is consistent with Barca (2009) when
he proposes a place-based approach where the re-
sponsibility for policy design and implemen- tation
is allocated among different levels of government
supported by both contractual relations and trust,
with a role being played by special-purpose insti-
tutions such as agencies and public—private part-
nerships. The interpretation of RIS3 from a process
per- spective and the role of social researchers as
active agents of change in this field will also be pro-
posed.

2. Problems with implementation

In the following section, the main implementa-
tion problems referred to in the recent lit- erature
on RIS3 are emphasized in order to set a frame-
work for the lessons learned from the case of the
Basque Country. In this literature, there is a pat-
tern that focuses on bottom- up approaches as a
source of difficulties and on learning processes
and the construction of capabilities, on the one
hand, and the construction of new modes of gov-
ernance, on the other, as ways to overcome such
difficulties. In the following paragraphs, we ex-
amine pre- vious studies that have led us to such
an interpretation.

2.1. Difficulties with the implementation of bottom-up
strategies

Entrepreneurial discovery distinguishes smart spe-
cialization from traditional industrial and innova-
tion policies (Landabaso, 2014). These discovery
processes are a “main source of information about
the new activities of exploration and transforma-
tion that are likely to be prioritized” (Coffano &
Foray, 2014, p. 35).

Entrepreneurial discovery processes require gov-
ernments to play a different role from the one
played in traditional industrial and innovation pol-
icies, which includes facilitating bottom-up pro-
cesses together with more traditional top-down
procedures (Coffano & Foray, 2014; Foray et al.,
2009; OECD, 2012). From this perspective, prior-
itization decisions are expected to be driven by
entrepreneurial knowledge and decisions, not by
policy-makers’ dreams (Coffano & Foray, 2014).
This is an interactive and dynamic process in which
market forces and the private sector discover and
produce information about new activities and the
government assesses the outcomes and empowers
the actors that are most capable of realizing the po-
tential (Landabaso, 2014).

Smart specialization was not conceived as a strat-
egy for imposing specialization by means of top-
down government planning. Rather, it was seen as
being driven by a process of discovery and learn-
ing on the part of entrepreneurs, who are the best
positioned agents to search for the right types of
knowledge (McCann & Ortega-Argilés, 2011, 2014).
Several authors have underlined the difficulties in
the development of these processes.

McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2014) underline how,
first of all, such a shift requires transparency in
order to ensure public accountability. Coffano and
Foray (2014) state how a policy design based on en-
trepreneurial discovery requires new models of
incentives in order to encourage firms to elicit in-
formation and bring their own knowledge to the
policy-makers, to induce entrepreneurs to come
forward with their knowledge.

Camagni, Capello, and Lenzi (2014) and Capello
(2014) argue that a bottom-up process of strategy
definition runs the risk of a possible misallocation
of public resources. The difficulties with prioritiz-
ing when defining this strategy are also mentioned
by Capello (2014).

Tacobucci (2014) accepts that entrepreneurs are in a
better position than government officials to iden-
tify opportunities and argues that bottom-up pro-
cesses of entrepreneurial discovery will inevitably
result in the proliferation of promising domains.
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Still, without conscious moderation and guidance,
a bottom-up approach seems to conflict with the
idea of identifying a regional “strategy” that, in his
opinion, at least at the beginning, must rely on a
top-down approach (2014). Even when the stake-
holders are invited to par- ticipate in the process,
a top-down approach will be present when decid-
ing which stake- holders will be involved and in
the final decision on the chosen specialization do-
mains, which depends on the regional government
that is leading the strategy.

This position that argues for, but still considers the
difficulties of, bottom-up approaches is also taken

by McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2011). They refer to
the need for smart specialization strategies to en-
gage with local elites in order to extract local knowl-
edge and to tailor the policy. But they also mention
information asymmetries and principal-agent
problems associated with engagement with local
elites, together with externalities. Boschma (2014)
argues for the need to prevent local elites from as-
suming monopolistic positions, which calls for a
flexible but continuously monitored policy imple-
mentation process.

Table 1 synthetizes the main contributions consid-
ered in the previous paragraphs on this challenge.

Table 1
Implementation of bottom-up strategies

Type of challenge

Problem for implementation

Authors

Implementation Lock-in with respect to local historical spe-

of bottom-up cialization

strategies

Proliferation of promising domains and

difficulties with prioritizing

Misallocation of public resources whenever

Monopoly positions of local stakeholders/elites
lock-in and corruption as potential threats

Capello (2014)
Kroll (2015), Boschma (2014),
Iacobucci (2014)

Tacobucci (2014), Capello (2014)

Camagni et al. (2014), Capello (2014)

local interests and local political needs may
set unfeasible industrial targets and risky

innovation strategies

Lack of co-investment between public and

private initiatives

Top-down government planning; “blind giant”

McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2014)

McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2011,
2013,2014), Foray and Goenaga (2013)

Source: authors' elaboration.

2.2. Therole of learning and capability building

Some of the main arguments on how to overcome
the challenge posed by bottom-up approaches re-
late to the development of capabilities as a goal
and learning processes as a means for achieving
that.

Coffano and Foray (2014) argue that the implemen-
tation of smart specialization pol- icies “requires

good institutions and strong policy capabilities at
the regional level”. Some authors claim that one
of the difficulties with learning is that there have
been incon- sistencies in the academic production
on RIS3 that have led to confusion when regional
authorities have tried to implement the concept in
practice (Capello, 2014; Kroll, 2015). Kroll (2015, p. 3)
states that “early RIS3 policy guidelines provided
little in the way of helping regional policy-makers
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to make sense of local complexity and dynamism to
the extent needed for solid policy-making”. In order
to deal with the learning challenge, the European
Commission hasestablished aninterregionallearn-
ing platform where regional and national govern-
ments exchange policy practices (Landabaso, 2014;
McCann & Ortega-Argilés, 2014). Moreover, the EU
Commission has produced a number of meth- odo-
logical guides and materials, as well as several tools
and techniques (innovation vou- chers, assistance
with patenting activities, etc.). It has also mobi-
lized, for the first time, more than a hundred top
academics and policy advisers to help regional and
national governments with the production of their
RIS3 in order to bridge the dangerously widen- ing
gap in the European Union between practitioners
and academics.

Foray and Goenaga (2013) emphasize the experi-
mental nature of the policy process and conclude
that rigorous benchmarking and assessment are
central elements. The idea is not to reduce the risk
of error, which would result in no discovery at all,
but to minimize its costs. The “blind giant” meta-
phor suggests that it is always very difficult to as-
sess the stab- ility and sustainability of a speciali-
zation at an early stage.

Landabaso (2014), in line with Foray and Goenaga
(2013), finds a general reason for the difficulties
that regions are currently facing when implement-
ing RIS3 and it is related to the role of the govern-
ment: the lack of an entrepreneurial public sector.
He refers, among other issues,

to government structures filled with economic
development professionals working hand in hand
with the private sector and other key players of
the quadruple helix which pursue public goals in
the form of economic transformation through
innovation towards higher- value added markets
and sustainable quality jobs. (Landabaso, 2014,
p. 135)

This is something that, in Landabaso’s opinion,
is hard to find today except in a few devel- op-
ment or innovation agencies, technology centres,
technology parks and the like. He also refers to

the need for a public sector that is able to take
risks and experiment, one which is professional,
accountable and works with the right system of
incentives for the public good (delivery) and the
need for public entrepreneurs that have the ca-
pacity to avoid some of the mistakes of the past
in relation to old industrial policies (Ahner &
Landabaso, 2011), including both the “dependen-
cy” inertia and private interests of some of the
aforesaid local stakeholders.

This observation, detection and evaluation ca-
pabilities make it necessary for regional govern-
ments to work with sophisticated programmes
and methodologies (Coffano & Foray, 2014; Foray,
2014). Kroll, Muller, Schnabl, and Zenker (2014)
mention that some training and capacity build-
ing will inevitably be needed to enable adminis-
trations to implement the “new generation of pol-
icy measures”. These authors conclude that in the
case of Spain, for example, lack of competences
for strategy building and the absence of multilev-
el governance between the central and regional
governments lead to seeking assistance from con-
sultants.

Going further into what Kroll (2015, p. 5) defines as
“internal issues of regional govern- ance”, the cas-
es in this paper fit with his argument that politi-
cal habits, practices and rou- tines (policy-making
modes) are of substantial importance for the de-
gree of efficacy and efficiency with which new in-
itiatives such as RIS3 can be implemented. Foray
(2014) underlines that path dependence cannot be
avoided and that implementation is con- ditioned
by the region’s policy-making system. As McCann
and Ortega-Argilés (2014, p. 24) state, the “smart
specialization approach requires a serious reflec-
tion on a region’s assets, capabilities and weak-
nesses”. Camagni ef al. (2014) support this when
they note that regional innovation paths strongly
depend on deep-rooted territorial elements, such
as history, culture and learning processes (they re-
fer to “the territorial approach to smart speciali-
zation”).

Table 2 shows the main contributions presented on
this section.
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Table 2
Needs for learning and capacity building

Type of challenge Problem for implementation/suggested solutions Authors
Need forlearningand  Lack of public sector entrepreneurs Landabaso (2014)
capacity building Lack of sophisticated programmes and methodol- Foray (2014), Coffano and

Foray (2014), Kroll et al. (2014)
Kroll (2015), Foray (2014)
Camagni et al. (2014)

ogies and training and capacity building
Unsuitable political habits, practices and routines

Rooted territorial elements (history, culture ...)

Source: authors' elaboration.

2.3. The need for new governance modes

McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2014) refer to the “soft-
er” institutional and governance chal- lenges asso-
ciated with fostering knowledge dissemination and
diffusion to enhance tech- nological adoption and
adaptation. This is related to the weaknesses in the
linkages within the innovation system (McCann &
Ortega-Argilés, 2014) and the challenge of facilitating
the design of such inter-organizational connections
and coordinating efforts (Coffano & Foray, 2014).

Together with the implementation problem related
to the lack of capacities of regional actors and ad-
ministrators to design and run strategy processes,
Kroll (2015) mentions the danger of atomization of
regional governments and their incapacity to ad-
vance with intra- administrative negotiations be-
tween local ministries and agencies. The concept
of govern- ance used in the later discussions in this
paper refers to linkages in the regional innovation
system, with specific emphasis on intergovern-
mental linkages between different govern- ment
levels within a region.

As McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2014) note, when
the concept of smart specialization emerged in the
Knowledge for Growth expert group, there was no
explicit regional or geo- graphical dimension of
the concept. That came later and some of the im-
plementation pro- blems that regions face now are
a reflection of that gap. When including econom-
ic geography and spatial economics in the discus-
sion of smart specialization, it became evident that
translating the concept to a regional context was far
more complex than the sectoral arguments imply.

Smart specialization remained largely non-spatial
(McCann & Ortega-Argilés, 2014). By integrating
several regional and subregional gov- ernments
with different scales of influence and different
proximity to stakeholders in the policy-making
process, the later discussion on governance aims at
contributing to the territorial dimension of RIS3.

Boschma (2014) and Landabaso (2014) note it is
worth mentioning that

the smart specialization approach has much to
gain by drawing lessons from the “constructed ad-
vantage” literature, which emphasizes the impor-
tance of policy encouraging crossovers between
related industries that can provide complemen-
tary assets ... taking region-specific intangible as-
sets as a starting point ... and promoting learning
processes that are context specific. (p. 134)

The bottlenecks that prevent related industries in
the regions from connecting and inter- acting, the
lack of complementarities with other regions and
the often too broad areas of specialization can also
be considered implementation problems in smart
specialization processes (Boschma, 2014; Iacobucci,
2014). As Iacobucci (2014) underlines, the emphasis
on R&D and innovation will depend on the region’s
innovative performance and the general lack of key
elements for smart specialization (connectedness,
entrepreneurial spirit, industrial diversity, etc.)
that can condition its capacity for implementation
(Capello, 2014).

Previous implementation difficulties related to re-
gional governance are represented in Table 3.

InpAkta 00 (2023) 268-284

275

©
c
0
o
s
©
)
o
5
e
L
>
|




Overcoming policy making problems in smart specialization strategies: engaging subregional governments

Table 3
Need for new governance modes

Type of problem Problem for implementation/Suggested solutions Authors

Need fornew  Lack of complementarities with other regions;noanal-
governance ysis of relations between sectors, lack of “cross-fertili-
modes zation” between technological domains

Coftfano and Foray (2014),
Boschma (2014), Iacobucci (2014)

McCann and Ortega-Argilés
(2014)

Weaknesses among the linkages within the innova-
tion system — inter-organizational connections and
coordinated efforts

Incapacity to advance intra-administrative nego- Kroll (2015); Boschma (2014)
tiations between local ministries and agencies (Re-

gional governments as atomic actors)
Assumption that RIS3 is a spatial process McCann and Ortega-Argilés (2014)

Capello (2014), Camagni et al.
(2014), Iacobucci (2014)

The region’s innovative performance (connectedness,
entrepreneurial spirit, industrial diversity,...) can con-
dition the implementation capacity; the case of tech-
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nologically poor regions

Source: authors' elaboration.
3. Methodology

The paper is based on four cases related to govern-
ance and learning for smart specializ- ation. The
complexity in the choice of cases responds to the
need to show different per- spectives of smart spe-
cialization on different government levels in order
to later argue for multilevel governance.

The background case is the regional Basque Gov-
ernment’s RIS3. The other three are subregional
governments. One is a provincial government (that
of Gipuzkoa), another is the Bilbao City Council and
the fourth is a county development agency (that of
Goierri) created by 18 town councils in order to op-
erate in the county. Apart from the provincial coun-
cil of Gipuzkoa, they are all directly addressed as
RIS3 projects. The pro- vincial council had a more
general perspective of constructing a new mode of
governance, which aims to facilitate not only RIS3
projects, but also any collaborative project combin-
ing top-down with bottom-up approaches and fo-
cused on territorial development.

The three subregional cases are based on action
research processes where the researchers got in-

volved in dialogical processes with policy-makers
in order to solve the policy- makers’ challenges and
at the same time generate relevant knowledge for
an academic debate (Karlsen & Larrea, 2014a).

One of the authors was involved as an action re-
searcher in each of the projects. In all subregion-
al projects, we participated directly with the poli-
cy-makersin charge of the pro- cesses in continuous
and sequential processes of reflection in action
(while the action was taking place) and reflection
on action (once the action had been developed). The
research- ers’ role was to develop the reflection pro-
cesses, integrating concepts and frameworks and
cogenerating new knowledge with the policy-mak-
ers that would feed the new cycle of action and
reflection. In the case of the Basque Government,
the role was more indirect, acting as a friendly out-
sider and helping one of the researchers who was
directly involved in the process to reflect about her
own role in the process and in the interaction with
the actors in the Basque Government.

The choice for action research was the result of the
researchers’ aim at combining knowledge genera-
tion for the academic community with change in
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policy-making. Green- wood and Levin (2007) con-
sider action research more as a strategy for change
than as a research method. The cases were present-
ed previously in various academic publications (Es-
tensoro, 2012, 2015; Estensoro & Larrea, 2012, 2015;
Karlsen & Larrea, 2014a,

2014b). As a result of these processes Orkestra,
Basque Institute of Competitiveness is becoming a
research hub where different researchers and poli-
cy-makers are finding the opportunity to learn, not
only from theory, but also from practice related to
all of the pre- vious long-term projects which are
still operating at the time of writing this article.

4. Case studies
4.1. The regional perspective: the Basque government

Following the proposal made by the commission to
the regions, RIS3 has mainly been con- sidered an
endeavour for regional governments, and these have
been the main actors in their implementation. That
is why it is necessary to refer to the Basque Govern-
ment’s RIS3 project as the main process of this type
in the Basque Country. In a nutshell, the Basque
Government has developed a strategy where three
smart specialization thematic priorities have been
established (advanced manufacturing, energy and
biosciences — mainly human health) besides hori-
zontal priorities and opportunity niches (Basque
Gov- ernment, 2014a, 2014b). In order to proceed
to the implementation of policies related to such
vertical priorities, three task groups that integrate
avariety of public and private actors are already op-
erating at the time of writing this article. Compar-
ative assessments of the Basque case show that the
Basque Country is one of the regions in Spain with
along tradition in research, technological develop-
ment and innovation policy and good starting con-
ditions with regard to RIS3 (Kroll et al., 2014; OECD,
2012). Morgan (2013a, 2013b, p. 22), who has played
a critical role assessing the Basque Government on
RIS3, argues that the Basque Government can le-
gitimately claim that it has been build- ing up such
a strategy for the past thirty years. Most academ-
ic contributions on the case share this perspective

(Aranguren, Navarro, & Wilson, 2014; Aranguren
& Wilson, 2013; Valdaliso, 2014). Valdaliso, Magro,
Navarro, Aranguren, and Wilson (2014) conclude
that, on the one hand, scientific and technologi-
cal capabilities and institutions have been created
and there has been evident policy learning for the
design and implementation of such complex strat-
egies and policies as RIS3, but there are still enor-
mous inertia and resistances to new approaches.

The goal of this article is to expand on the potential
role of subregional governments to complement
the regional perspective, so we do not describe the
regional government’s project in detail, but main-
ly describe the steps taken to relate to subregional
governments in the process.

After establishing the priorities, in 2013 a propos-
al was made by the regional govern- ment togeth-
er with the researchers to set up two workshops in
order to identify synergies between their strategies
and those being defined by different subregional
governments. Representatives from the three pro-
vincial governments, from the three City Councils
of the capital cities and from Garapen (the associ-
ation of county development agencies) were invit-
ed to participate. At the first workshop, the Basque
Government reported on the main aspects of the re-
gional RIS3. At the second, the regional government
suggested that the others should prepare reports
about the synergies between their strategy and the
regional RIS3. This process was not prioritized in the
following stages and, consequently, the cases pre-
sented in the following sections are not formally part
of the RIS3 strategy of the Basque Country. But the
attempt created a precedent to construct a multilevel
govern- ance model for RIS3 in the future.

4.2. The provincial perspective: Gipuzkoa Sarean

In 2009, the Provincial Council of Gipuzkoa, one
of the three provincial governments in the Basque
Country, started an action research process to
create connectedness between territorial actors
(organizations) in four target groups: firms, or-
ganizations in the knowl- edge subsystem (uni-
versities, technology centres, etc.), political groups
represented in the provincial government and the
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civil society. The critical concept of the project was
social capital. After diagnosing social capital, and
before any intervention could be implemented, the
2011 elections led to a change of government and
a different political party reached the government.
Almost one year before the elections, the politician
who had led the first stage of the project put its re-
sults in a nutshell when he said:

The project has been a good experience for all
participants because it has been a way to meet
each other and to learn how we can work with
each other, and this is a way to develop social cap-
ital too. (Meeting of the executive board of Gipuz-
koa Sarean on the 30 June 2010)

The new ruling party won the elections by emphasiz-
ing a shift towards more participatory approaches
to policy-making. The critical concept of the project
evolved from social capital to territorial develop-
ment. The government, together with the research-
ers, defined territory and territorial development in
the context of Gipuzkoa Sarean as follows:

Territory: the actors that live in a place, with
their social, economic and political organisation,
their culture and institutions as well as the phys-
ical environment they are part of. Territorial de-
velopment: the process of mobilisation and par-
ticipation of different actors (public and private)
in which they discuss and agree on the strategies
that can guide individual as well as collective be-
haviour. (Proposal of a New Approach to Territori-
al Devel- opment in Gipuzkoa, Working Paper in
Gipuzkoa Sarean, June 2013)

The decision was made to develop a participatory
approach to territorial development with the 11
county development agencies operating in Gipuz-
koa. Counties are supra-municipal and sub-pro-
vincial territorial units. They do not have a cor-
responding government level, but they do have
county development agencies, created by munici-
pal governments that get together in order to gain
critical mass to operate development policies.

One of the government’s critical decisions in the
process of developing the bottom-up approach to

working with development agencies was to work
with an emergent concept of strategy based on
learning, negotiation and collaboration and give
up the traditional plan- ning approach. They were
harshly criticized in the media for not having a
plan, but they decided to continue with this strat-
egy. Action research was at the core of learning,
nego- tiation and collaboration.

As a result of the process, several task forces were
created among representatives of the provincial
government and county development agencies. One
of these was focused on the energy sector. The re-
sult of learning, negotiation and collaboration was
a government decree whereby counties could apply
for money to hire new staff to contact firms in en-
ergy and related sectors in the county. Each of them
had to make a diagnosis of the energy value chain in
the county and the gaps they had and search for op-
portunities for new activities. The goal was to help
firms that were not in the energy value chain to en-
ter it and those who were already in the value chain
to evolve towards more value- added activities. The
learning approach was critical in this group as par-
ticipants from every county development agency to-
gether with the representative of the provincial gov-
ernment followed an action research programme in
which training based on the real chal- lenges of the
process was given on concepts and frameworks such
as value chains, clusters and the energy sector, and
they were supported with the development of their
own diag- nosis, reflection and action cycles. When
asked what this process offered to the provincial
government, the politician most closely involved in
the process answered:

This is a decision making tool for us, which
helps us to decide what to do. It also offers more
capabilities to implement, as now we all [referring
to participants from county development agen-
cies] understand the policy process. (Ugaitz Itur-
be, interviewed on the 22 July 2015)

4.3. The county perspective: Goierri County

Goierri is a county located in the southern part of
Gipuzkoa province in the Basque Country with ap-
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proximately 42,000 inhabitants and an area of 271.3
square kilometres. Economic activity in Goierri is
mainly concentrated in the industrial sector, where
45% of the working population is employed. Indus-
trial activity is predominantly shaped by subcon-
tracting relationships between large firms located
in the area and competing in the global market
and their dependent suppliers, most of which are
small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs).

Goieki, the local development agency, was created
by the 18 municipalities in the county to support
development policies in Goierri. The project used
as a case study in this paper is the Industrial Forum
(IF), which was created in 2012 as a “multi-actor”
space where shared strategies for industrial devel-
opment could be created. The IF is formed by six of
the largest firms in the county together with train-
ing centres, the county technological centre and
the agency, and its aim to promote sustainable in-
dustrial devel- opment for the county led to a new
mode of governance.

The action research process that started in late 2012
within this forum has resulted in the definition of
several priorities for industrial development. One
such priority is related to the aim to facilitate the
transition of the county’s industrial activity to-
wards “advanced manufacturing” or “Industry 4.0”.

This is a challenge that we all [referring to all
industrial firms] share. It is not about a buzz con-
cept, but about a need. (Manager of a firm; Meet-
ing of the Industrial Forum on the 17 June 2015)

Researchers contributed theoretical and concep-
tual frameworks related to smart special- ization
and specific statistical analysis that made it possi-
ble to discuss the challenges for industrial devel-
opment in the county. This contribution provoked
dialogue between the participants, and the prior-
ity of supporting Industry 4.0 resulted from that
dialogue and reflection. The IF considered that the
county’s industrial development strategy should
focus on horizontal priorities that the maximum
amount of firms could benefit from, rather than
selecting and supporting specific industrial sec-
tors or activities.

During this process, participants in the IF studied
the Basque Government’s RIS3 process and ob-
served the linkages between what they were work-
ing on and the Basque Government’s process. Sev-
eral attempts were made to connect the processes,
but there were no established channels to make this
possible.

Although we will continue supporting our pri-
orities, we need to know what the [Basque] gov-
ernment’s priorities are. Synergies between the
different strategies can facilitate more support
for our priorities. (President of a firm; Meeting of
the Industrial Forum on the 19 November 2013)

4.4. The metropolitan perspective: Bilbao NextLab

Bilbao City Council initiated this project in 2013 with
the aim of promoting the economic transformation
of the city and preparing it for present and future
challenges. These chal- lenges included issues as di-
verse as the exhaustion of the strategy of urban devel-
opment transformation, the decline of gross domes-
tic product per capita, the ageing of the popu- lation
and poor performance in innovation. This suggests
that the City Council wanted to be more proactive in
economic and innovation policy, an area where the
local government lacks formal competences.

From September 2013 to May 2015, the Mayor’s Cab-
inet on the Bilbao City Council, together with Bil-
bao Ekintza (the county development agency) and
the researchers, initiated an action research process
that was mainly focused on the smart specialization
strategy that the City Council wanted to promote.

At the beginning of the process, the researchers de-
livered reports containing an analysis that helped
policy-makers to find out whether the previously
set priorities were correct or not.

We need to check our work ... we need the uni-
versity to evaluate our policies. (Head of Mayor’s
Cabinet on the Bilbao City Council; Meeting on
the 9 September 2013)

This role, which was initially far from being an ac-
tion research process, did however develop trust
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between the researchers and politicians. The di-
alogue touched on more deli- cate issues than the
politicians had initially expected, and the role of
the researchers was not to evaluate or contrast any
decisions that had already been made, but to raise
questions that could facilitate the development of
the specialization process that the City Council was
seeking. The following are literal quotes from poli-
cy-makers that help to understand how the nature
of the relationship with the researchers evolved.
The final sentence is related to how they interpret-
ed the government changeover in 2015.

It is true that we had not thought about gov-
ernance until we started this process ... we initi-
ated that reflection because of you ... it was a new
path. (Member of the Mayor’s Cabinet on the Bil-
bao City Council; Meeting on the 3 October 2014)

I think that we chose the right direction: you
are learning and we are too. we have done a good
job ...Our role when we leave [referring to the next
change in government] is to be honest, handing
over all of our knowledge and that which we co-
generated with you, because we believe that this is
the best thing for the city. (Head of Mayor’s Cab-
inet on the Bilbao City Council; Meeting on the 3
October 2014)

A main issue in the process was coordination be-
tween Bilbao's smart specialization strat- egy and
the Basque Government’s RIS3. The vertical priori-
ties defined by the Basque Gov- ernment did not in-
clude any area prioritized by Bilbao’s specialization
strategy. The City Council believed that the poten-
tial of urban economies had not been considered by
the regional government.

If, after all this work, the [Basque] govern-
ment considers our strategy, my aim will have
been achieved. My aim is to generate an “urban
lobby”. (Head of Mayor’s Cabinet on the Bilbao
City Council; Meeting on the 16 September 2014)

Although the Basque Government'’s aforesaid at-
tempt at coordination was interrupted, the Bilbao
City Council and the development agency remained
proactive in their attempt to argue that the special-
ization prioritized by the city in terms of knowl-

edge-intensive business services (KIBS) would
facilitate the specialization in “advanced manufac-
turing” that the regional RIS3 supported.

For us it is very important to remember that it
is not all about manufacturing and products. The
integration of creative industries and advanced
services also means considering the urban di-
mension. (Director of Bilbao Ekintza; Meeting on
the 16 September 2014)

5. Concluding remarks and lessons learnt

In this section, we present the main lessons learnt
from the cases presented above. The discussion
does not come exclusively from either theory or
practice. The action research processes presented
are the result of continuously testing theories in
practice and reflecting on practices that can con-
tribute to theory.

Three critical discussions have emerged that con-
nect to the three challenges posed in the section
about problems with implementation. The first is
that regions are not homo- geneous units in terms
of territorial scales for the implementation of RIS3,
although they have often been treated in the litera-
ture as such. This lesson is directly connected to the
challenge of constructing new governance modes
(see Table 3). The second is that the approach to
complexity in the literature is unclear and has
underestimated power issues. The integration of
power issues can help understand how bottom-up
processes develop (Table 1). The third is that there is
an implicit approach to social research on RIS3 that
positions social researchers as outside observers
of these processes when they can play a role as in-
siders in the construction of new modes of govern-
ance. We propose action research as an approach
that responds to the challenges posed in terms of
learning and capacity building (Table 2). The next
sections focus on these discussions.

5.1. Connecting regional and subregional governments

The case studies show that regional governments
might have the competences for RIS3, but often
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lack the capacity to be present in many of the spac-
es where opportunities can be found. Policy-mak-
ers (elected politicians, civil servants and other
staff in governments and their agencies) would
benefit from a long-term dialogue process with
representatives of firms, technology centres, uni-
versities and other organizations with potential
useful knowledge for the RIS3 strategy. Our practi-
cal experience trying to operationalize the concept
of entrepreneurial discovery shows that regional
governments often lack people to get involved in
this dialogical process. But subregional (provincial,
county, local or municipal) governments that lack
the competences for RIS3 do sometimes have staff
with long-term trust relationships with such stake-
holders. We propose that multi-scalar governance
can contribute to enhance a territory’s capabilities
to develop RIS3 approaches as governments in dif-
ferent subregional scales have close relations with
a multiplicity of private actors with whom regional
governments cannot directly interact. This interac-
tion is what we referred to as the senses of regional
governments: people involved in the dia- logue with
stakeholders can be physically close to stakeholders
to share the intangible assets in the context, to lis-
ten and to see what is going on. They also talk to
stakeholders and can help integrate the voice of re-
gional governments in these processes.

There is a systematic absence of references to sub-
regional governments in the literature on RIS3.
Although many regions are designing their own
policies, decentralization in this specific sphere
has often stopped at the regional level. Local gov-
ernments (including pro- vincial or municipal gov-
ernments) have in some cases been included as
one more stake- holder in local partnerships (Orte-
ga-Argilés, 2012); still, there is no clear role defined
for them or systematic academic reflection on the
role of different government levels in this type of
process.

Some authors recognize interdependencies be-
tween different levels of government and conse-
quently propose multilevel governance to enhance
their coordination (Charbit, 2011; Hooghe, Marks,
& Schakel, 2010; Vanthillo, Vanoutrive, & Verhetsel,
2014; Vanthillo & Verhetsel, 2012). But there is little

literature on how this coordination should be con-
structed. The cases in this paper showed attempts
to construct such processes.

Of course, we claim no representativeness for the
Basque case and we are aware that the multilevel
governance context will be different in every region.
There is alack of cases in the literature that offer this
multilevel perspective. One exception is the process
in Flan- ders, where subregional discussion has been
studied explicitly (Ceuninck & Reynaert, 2011), and
where there has been academic production with re-
gard to RIS3 and the role of subregional platforms as
an approach to place-based development (Vanthillo
et al., 2014; Vanthillo & Verhetsel, 2012). They argue
that these platforms have some character- istics of
the place-based approach, but they also acknowl-
edge that the goal of more integrated subregion-
al economic development failed due to the relative
powerlessness of the platforms (Cabus, 2002) and
that there is no real significant decentralization in
terms of competences and resources at the subre-
gional level (Voets & De Rynck, 2006).

5.2. Handling complexity and conflict

When the landscape for RIS3 includes not only re-
gional governments, but also subregional ones, the
active role of different government levels and their
platforms can generate a feeling of chaos. There is
often a temptation to simplify and create order and
structure. For instance, the Flemish government
talks about downsizing the so-called crowded gov-
ernment house, arguing that in previous decades
too many new structures and organiz- ations were
established, each of them with their own compe-
tences, financial resources and decision-making
procedures (Ceuninck & Reynaert, 2011). Fragmen-
tation is also mentioned (Flemish Government,
2014). Our argument is that in order to connect
to emerging processes, entrepreneurial discovery
might require a certain level of complexity and that
prioritizing simplicity might be a difficult chal-
lenge in these cases.

RIS3 should be able to connect the different emerg-

ing potential entrepreneurial discov- ery processes
and this might be difficult to do in very simplified
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structures. Making pro- cesses simpler for the re-
gional government might hinder potential discov-
eries. This is a challenge for multilevel governance
and an adequate definition of roles for subregion-
al governments could allow for creative solutions
without increasing inefficiency. Based on the pre-
vious cases, we argue for the development of ca-
pabilities to handle complexity as a more efficient
behaviour than avoiding complexity.

Our contribution to this debate comes from dis-
cussions held with territorial actors (mainly gov-
ernments) that are working to implement RIS3
processes on subregional levels. The lessons learnt
led us to go beyond an interpretation of complexity
that under- lines that RIS3 is a process consisting
of interwoven parts that is difficult to understand.
The concept that best helped in the processes was
one that introduces power issues by claiming that
there is a situation of territorial complexity (Karls-
en, 2010; Karlsen & Larrea, 2014a) when there are
autonomous but interdependent actors involved in
a process that might have different interpretations
of what the challenges and the answers to such
challenges are, and where none of the actors are in
a position to instruct the others on how to proceed.
This, of course, does not mean that no actors are
more powerful than others and some of them do in-
fluence the process in very clear directions. Howev-
er, when there is a situation of territorial complex-
ity, command and control pro- cesses do not work
well and alternative work methods and spaces must
be constructed in order to keep dialogue going.

Dialogue is at the core of development of bot-
tom-up processes and it requires empow- erment
processes not only of entrepreneurs, as is often un-
derlined in the literature (Coffano & Foray, 2014),
but also of different levels of subregional govern-
ments. Dialogue can only work if it is assumed that
although there will be powerful players, governance
is not a question of the other actors (either private
or other government levels) adapting to the region-
al government’s plan. It is a question of handling a
situation where every actor might have the legiti-
macy to propose contradictory positions on smart
specialization and RIS3. The case studies have re-
vealed such complexity.

5.3. Integrating social researchers in the process

Our third argument is that social researchers can
play a more varied role than we are playing in most
RIS3 processes nowadays. Although social re-
searchers are often involved in RIS3 processes, this
is in the role of experts who analyse the region, di-
agnose the situ- ation, help reflect on governance
and priorities, make recommendations on these is-
sues and try to measure and evaluate how govern-
ments or private actors are dealing with the pro-
cess. These roles are usually played out as outsiders
to the process.

When working on the concepts and methods of
RIS3 with governments and agencies, there is a role
seldom played by social researchers, to help con-
struct new modes of govern- ance to handle com-
plexity. This involves complementing the main-
stream methodological approaches to research on
RIS3 with other research approaches that integrate
the role of social researchers as facilitators of social
processes. In this paper, we presented four cases
inspired by action research, an approach that may
help to develop this role.

There is a wide variety of approaches to action re-
search. The approach to the case studies was sys-
tematized in Karlsen and Larrea (2014a, 2014b) and
Estensoro (2015) and is based on the principles of
pragmatic action research (Greenwood & Levin,
2007; Gustavsen, 1992; Johnsen, Knudsen, & Nor-
mann, 2014). We propose action research as a strat-
egy for change that requires the researcher to play
the role of facilitator of dialogue processes. Con-
cepts and frameworks are discussed among partici-
pants in the RIS3 process in order to build trust and
a shared view that can help to handle complexity.
This means that the researcher’s interaction with
the participants in RIS3 shifts from interviews,
surveys and observation to dialogue and co-gener-
ation of knowledge and from reports and papers to
collective knowing (Karlsen & Larrea, 2014a) that is
expressed in action.

Our final argument in this article is that action re-
search could be an approach to learn- ing and ca-
pability development that helps construct new gov-
ernance modes for bottom-up processes in RIS3.
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