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Abstract

The concept of Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3) is one of the key policy
instruments for Europe ’s regional development. The strategy considers the regional
sectoral diversity to build a competitive advantage and increase the position in the
knowledge economy. Particularly less-developed regions can benefit in this context
when Smart Specialisation is promoted as the primary instrument of European
Cohesion Policy. One strategy to develop the competitive advantage of moderate
innovator regions is to develop a common, collaborative strategy to overcome
regional disparities by leveraging regional growth potential. A methodology is
presented by the authors, which is suggested to be accompanied for the identification
of Smart Specialisation Strategies in an interregional context. The objective of this
is to supply a novel method for interregional Smart Specialisation development and
to improve its outward-looking orientation
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Introduction

Smart Specialisation, as defined by the Joint Research Centre of the European
Commission, means an “innovative policy approach that aims to boost jobs and growth
by enabling the identification and development of competitive advantages” (Gomez
Prieto et al., 2019, 8). Its characteristics include a place-based dimension, a bottom-up
character nurtured by a partnership between policy, business, academia, and public
(i.e., “quadruple helix”), the identification of investment priorities based on local assets
and resources as a result of an Entrepreneurial Discovery Process (EDP) as well as the
flexibility of the mechanism. The approach allows the identification and development
of likely competitive advantages by focusing efforts and resources on the discovery of
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innovation niches and then on regional policies to promote innovation in particularly
these fields (Gomez Prieto et al., 2019; McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2015). By now,
Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3) have become a major pillar for economic
development and growth policy-thinking, at least in Europe (McCann and Ortega-
Argilés 2015; McCann and Soete 2020). The official strategy for Europe 2020 and
beyond (EU2020) is defined by its conceptualisation of Smart Specialisation (Lopes
et al.,, 2018). The main objective of the EU2020 strategy is to focus on smart,
sustainable, and inclusive growth. But also, in the current period of Cohesion Policy,
Smart Specialisation plays an important role in the initiative “Stairway to Excellence”.
The EU Cohesion Policy will therefore further aim to reduce the gap of productivity,
research, and development (R&D), and innovation between EU-member states in the
coming period 2021-2027.

Despite the recent success of the S3 concept in the EU and beyond, a cross-
border or interregional perspective to the Research and Innovation Strategies for
Smart Specialisation (RIS3) is still in its infancy (Larrea et al., 2019). This holds
both for practical implementation and academic research despite the fact that the
outward-looking aspect and idea of cooperation in Smart Specialisation were
highlighted from the very beginning of the concept. An exception in academia are
papers by Uyarra et al. (2014) providing a conceptualisation of interregional
collaboration within the framework of RIS3 and Pagliacci et al. (2019), developing
a component analysis concept to compare different regions. Blazek and Csank
(2015) summarise that particularly less-developed regions can benefit from Smart
Specialisation within an interregional framework. These benefits result from
catching-up processes as well as improved regional strengths in accordance with
interregional value chains.

Therefore, a strategy for interregional cooperation is demanded and, here,
developed. The paper at hand describes a new methodology of the analytical part of
said policy-oriented strategy focusing particularly on how to identify potential
common priorities and domains for interregional cooperation. The objective of the
paper at hand is to present a novel method for interregional Smart Specialisation
comparison and to introduce a method to identify common similarities between
regions as potential starting points for cooperation in innovation policy. The
methodology presented in this article allows to deliver a strategy of Smart
Specialisation for different regional economic levels (i.e., moderate innovator
regions and innovator regions).

Particularly the potential for lagging regions to participate in interregional and
international cooperation remains underexploited (Balland and Boschma, 2021;
Ferreira et al., 2021; Woolford et al., 2020). The method of interregional Smart
Specialization Strategies (S3) presented here identifies an approach to catch up: the
strategy draws the six steps of a RIS3 processes in an interregional context. The main
issue with this approach is that almost in all regions of Europe a RIS3 strategy exists.
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Setting this background, it has been regarded as important to build on already
existing frameworks instead of starting from the beginning.

The paper is structured as follows: following the introduction at hand (Section
1), the authors move to an overview of regional disparities and the challenge of
Cohesion Policy in Europe (Section 2). This analysis is followed by a literature review
setting out the topic at Smart Specialisation Strategy (S3) and the concept of Research
and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3) (Section 3). Fourthly, the
methodologies for general S3 and interregional S3 are introduced (Section 4). The final
section concludes and discusses some limitations of the article (Section 5).

1. Regional disparities in Europe

The European Union strives to be an ever-closer Union and not only
emphasises the economic aspect of a common market but also the social aspect of
convergency between its members. Still, the EU is characterised by a high level of
regional disparities. From a geographical point of view, one can observe a
differentiation between regions in Western and Eastern Europe (and to a smaller
degree between North and South) in terms of economic strength, income, or wealth.
Looking at economic indicators such as GDP per capita or unemployment rates
highlights that, although a certain progress is observable, a division through the EU
remains (see Figure 1). A set of extraordinarily successful regions such as
Amsterdam, Milano, Copenhagen, or Stuttgart already show certain specialisation
characteristics and benefit from agglomeration advantages. On the other hand, a lot
of peripheral-rural and urban regions, particularly in Eastern Europe, are still on the
bottom of the process to develop crucial competitive advantages in the system of
international value chains (Amendola et al., 2006; Boettcher et al., 2014; Kruse and
Wedemeier, 2019a; McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2016).

In this context, the concept of Smart Specialisation becomes relevant. The
concept shall contribute to different policies such as industrial policy, R&D-driven
innovation policy, European value chains and networking initiatives or cohesion
policy. Particularly the latter plays a focus role since the European Commission has
framed RIS3 strategies as an approach to not only boost regional innovation capacity
but also to initiate catch-up processes to the benefit of less-developed regions and
contribute to regional convergency this way (Foray et al., 2018). Different from
established instruments of EU Cohesion Policy, such as the Structure and Investment
Fund, the Cohesion Fund, or the Social Fund, Smart Specialisation focuses more on
activating potential for endogenous growth rather than financial transfers. This
approach appears even more promising as research shows an increasing tendency of
agglomeration of high-income economic activities (Geppert et al., 2004) so that an
enabling policy approach for less-developed regions is of substantial importance
(lammarino et al., 2018). Although Smart Specialisation can only by one instrument
to overcome regional disparities, the potential is significant and will be elaborated
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further in this article (Barzotto et al., 2019; Kruse and Wedemeier, 2019; McCann and
Ortega-Argilés, 2013).

Figure 1. Regional disparity in Europe
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Note: GDP per capita (left) and unemployment rates (right).
Source: S3 Platform (2019)

2. Conceptualising smart specialisation: a literature review

On the level of the European Union (EU), Smart Specialisation is a policy
issue which has come up dominantly over the last 10 years. It emerged in the
literature analysing the productivity gap between Europe and the United States which
had become evident since 1995. It is attributed to that origin because S3s at the
beginning were mainly based on traditional forms of innovation or to the sector of
information and communication technologies (ICT) (Asheim, 2019; McCann and
Ortega-Argilés 2015). But in the meantime, Smart Specialisation has become much
more: the concept underlines the relevance of knowledge, technology, innovation,
and regional specialisation. All of these share the uniqueness that these aspects are
regarded as the main drivers for economic development and growth (Fagerberg,
2005; Lopes et al., 2018; Schumpeter, 1950). Innovation is mainly related to peculiar
places such as urban areas. In contrast, rural areas theoretically appear to have a
lower ability for innovation, because of the lack of high-skilled personnel in R&D,
size of markets, or the concentration of talent and creative people (Asheim, 2019).

However, by now, over 120 S3s have been developed and adopted by EU
regions and member states with different thematic emphasis underlining the
relevance and acknowledgement of S3. Almost 200 regions and 26 countries are
active in the Smart Specialisation Platform (Gomez Prieto et al., 2019) which
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provides advice to EU countries and regions for the design and implementation of
their regional S3. The strategy for EU 2020 and beyond defines and measures its
framework according to S3, making it a key factor for the development of the EU.
Smart Specialisation is likely to become even more important for the post-2020
period since it was created to enable catch-up processes for less-developed regions
in innovation and economics (European Commission, 2020a)

At the beginning of its development, the S3 concept has been based entirely
on a sectoral basis but has progressively been adapted in regional contexts. Smart
Specialization Strategies 3 now largely reflect the logic of regional innovation
systems, i.e., a Research and Innovation Strategy for Smart Specialisation (RIS3)
(Foray et al., 2012; McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2015). The terms S3 and RIS3
differ slightly when it comes to their specific focus but are widely used as synonyms.
The process to this systematical approach was mainly evolutionary, whereas authors
consider this process to be more programmatically abrupt (Foray, 2014; Kroll, 2015;
Lopes et al., 2018). The idea of the general S3 approach is that regional authorities
can make use of the concept by assessing their region’s knowledge assets,
capabilities and competences as well as the key players between whom knowledge
is transferred to use this analysis as an orientation for economic specialisation
(McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2015).

Apart from theoretical considerations, a field of particular S3 research would
be how S3 are received and implemented in the regions (see i.a. Cooke, 2016).
Various authors show how heterogeneous the S3 design and implementation are
between regions (see i.a. D’Adda et al., 2017; D’Adda et al., 2019). Evidence on the
gap between planned and actual outcome is presented by Gianelle et al., (2019) and
potential problems with Smart Specialisation in regions are highlighted by Pugh
(2017) using the example of Wales. While a theoretically sound methodology is a
crucial basis for defining a regional S3, the implementation is no less important to
realise the anticipated outcome.

However, the methodology described further below focuses on providing a
scheme for analysis at the one hand and a basis for selection on the other hand.
Addressing the issue of specialisation in the R&D/invention and its link to sector
activities is crucial for the regions which are not an innovation (technology) leader.
For the respective regions it is more relevant to focus on what is the potential of GPT
by the aspect of co-invention of applications (see i.a. European Commission, 2020a).
The relevance of R&D for Smart Specialisation is highlighted, for instance by
Capello and Lenzi (2013), although the empirical analysis shows that different forms
of regional innovating should be considered (i.e., social innovation, incremental
innovation, basis innovation). Moreover, papers have been presented examining the
limitations of related variety, particularly in regions characterised by low technology
regimes (see i.a. Cortinovis and von Oort, 2015; Hartog et al., 2012).

S3 can play an important role for the sectoral modernisation of industrial
sectors since it helps to transform a traditional sector into an innovative one (Foray,
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2018). Smart Specialisation is considered a key strategy for the achievement of smart
and sustainable growth (Kogut-Jaworska and Ociepa-Kicinska, 2020). Its
characteristics of combining top-down directionalities with bottom-up enterprise
engagement can make Smart Specialisation a strategy for sustainable transition
(McCann and Soete, 2020; Nakicenovic et al., 2021). Transition needs to recognise
place-based factors and should build upon regional specialisations (Montresor and
Quatraro, 2018). S3s are about enabling regions to turn their needs, strengths and
competitive advantages into marketable goods and services. It is indicated that S3s
can also benefit regional (and national) economic structures by i) more interactions
between businesses, business to research, research to research, research to
community and business to community, ii) increased investments and new “leading
businesses” that get attracted to regions and iii) high level support professionals
moving to designated innovation hubs (OECD, 2013).

Experiences of S3s show that the concept is not only applied at the European
Union’s level but also in many other non-European countries. The concept has
inspired regions of the European neighbourhood and S3 has become an instrument
of the European Enlargement Policy. Further examples come from regions in Latin
America, e. g. Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, and Peru. Currently, several regions
of Latin America conduct pilot activities to test the Smart Specialisation concept
according to their regional characteristics (Belen et al., 2017; Gomez Prieto et al.,
2019). Moreover, the concept is implemented as well in regions of the United States
of America, Canada, Australia, and Africa. The most recent experience of Smart
Specialisation confirmed that this concept has an influence at a global scale. The
common aspect of these developments is that RIS3 serves to strengthen the regional
innovation processes. It is expected that S3s could help to transform economies as a
part of an industrial modernisation process. The global achievement is expected to
improve the impact of the Smart Specialisation concept (Gémez Prieto et al., 2019).

3. Smart Specialisation in cross-border cooperation: the missing gap

Emerging from its basic idea of a sectoral focus, Smart Specialisation is
generally a place-based concept. There have been approaches to initiate a scale up
process to a regional context (see i.a. Camagni et al., 2014) but S3 approaches with an
interregional reach are hardly to be found in the literature. The Joint Research Centre
of the EU has recently recognised this gap by publishing a methodological manual for
developing thematic interregional partnerships for S3 (Rakhmatullin et al., 2020).
Since fragmentation of regions along national borders can prevent the full exploitation
of different kinds of economies of scale and scope, particularly in the field of
innovation, proposals to overcome regional fragmentation are rising. It is recognised
that cross-border and interregional collaboration strategies should be developed to
raise the potential of research and innovation activities (Navarro, 2018). While other
papers list the development of a joint RIS3 Strategy across several regions as a
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possibility and focus on the coordination of innovation policies, the process of the
strategy development itself is not covered (Muller et al., 2017). To do so, it becomes
important to develop mechanisms to measure the proximity between regions. While
factors such as geographical proximity between regions are obvious and intangible,
dimensions of relational proximity such as shared norms can be assessed qualitatively,
a coherent set of analytical tools to determine economic proximity is not present, as
claimed by Balland et al. (2018) (Ulyarra et al., 2014; Pagliacci et al., 2019).

Linked to the strategy development, the logic of the theoretical foundation is
to have i) an embeddedness, i.e. strong regional connections to certain sector and
sub-sectors, ii) relatedness, i.e. knowledge spillovers, and iii) connectivity, i.e.
connected in terms of networks, human-capital and face-to-face contact (McCann
and Ortega-Argilés, 2015). Considering the last aspect iii) it is relevant to develop
interregional projects within the S3 framework but also the strategy itself should
contain a strategically interregional approach.

Thereby, interregional S3 can constitute a pillar for the European Cohesion
Policy fostering processes to bridge the gap between more and less-developed
regions among the European Union (European Commission, 2020a; McCann and
Ortega-Argilés, 2015). The disparities are not only limited to economic structures
but also include population and demographic characteristics, level of development,
extent of urbanisation, environmental features, or the institutional and governance
system (McCann and Ortega-Argilés, 2016). The cohesion aspect of S3 arises from
the possibility to establish economic linkages between regions to facilitate a catch-
up process through trade, knowledge transfer, policy-learning, and system-building
efforts in less-developed regions (i.a. Trippl et al., 2019). Particularly less-developed
regions therefore have a high chance to benefit from Smart Specialisation and
interregional cooperation although there are specific challenges to be resolved
(Blazek and Csank, 2015). These benefits can date from catching-up processes as
well as improved regional strengths in accordance with interregional value chains.

Interregional collaboration based on calculations of economic similarities or
complementarities are considered a fruitful approach. Still, many EU regions and
countries do not fully consider interregional collaboration as an effective way for the
support of innovation and growth. This is because the relatively new concept of
interregional S3 lacks a governance system which could be adapted and applied
(Girejko et al., 2019). Moreover, this lack of collaboration in the framework of
Research and Innovation Strategies for Smart Specialisation (RIS3) is a general
phenomenon, not only between regions of two countries, but also within countries.
Examples come from the German federal states where less cooperation between the
single RIS3 strategies can be observed (Bornemann et al., 2017). Reasons for this
are to be found in budget constraints to territorial boundaries. Another reason is that
difficulties generally emerge in the implementation of RIS3 when the S3 frameworks
have been inconsistent and lead to confusion by the regional authorities (Capello,
2014, Kroll, 2015). Also, Hassink and Gong (2019) argue that Smart Specialisation
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remains to be a confusing concept which made it difficult to implement and which
was rather a continuation of regional cluster policies. In this context, interregionality
is much more difficult to introduce into policy action.

Accordingly, the methodology explained in this paper can only be a step
forward for the establishment of interregional aspects to S3 contributing to a discussion
which is just developing. In the following, while the specific component of the
identification of interregional S3 priority areas is represented prominently, other
relevant factors such as the Entrepreneurial Discovery Process (EDP) and management
are not further addressed in this paper. The authors consider the developed
methodology and its arguments to be a basis for further discussion and development.

4. A new strategy for smart specialisation policy in interregional context

The development of a RIS3 follows mainly a procedure of six steps (Foray,
2014): (i) analysis of the regional context and potential for innovation, (ii) set-up of a
sound and inclusive governance structure, (iii) production of a shared vision about the
future of the region, (iv) selection of a limited number of priorities for regional
development, (v) establishment of suitable policy mixes, and, finally, (vi) integration
of monitoring and evaluation mechanism. The process of developing an interregional
methodology for S3 revealed a variety of challenges compared to a standardised S3:
(i) the geographical context being “disconnected” (due to the large distance both
physically and in terms of development, different economic structures, and innovation
levels among the respective regions); (ii) temporary and relatively weak governance
structures (project based, probably not universal); (iii) agreement on shared vision is
difficult due to “disconnectedness” and weak governance; (iv) policy mixes are
generally not compatible at interregional level, funding is largely differentiated, except
for EU horizontal programs; and (v) monitoring and evaluation set in the project
context are not easily transferable to permanent interregional structures.

Taking into account the above mentioned six steps model by Foray et al.
(2012) for a standardised policy process to set up a S3, the methodology presented
here focuses mostly on the steps (i) analysis of the regional context and potential for
innovation, and (iv) the selection of a limited number of priorities for regional
development in order to set the basis of interregional specialisation.

It is suggested to introduce the following methodology if each of the regions
to be analysed possesses its own Research and Innovation Strategy for Smart
Specialisation. These regional RIS3 are considered as a starting point for the initial
identification of the interregional S3 priorities. Finding common Smart
Specialisation priorities and their underlying economic domains becomes an
exercise of selecting common sets and refining this selection through appropriate
further analyses with the participation of various stakeholders. The application of the
full six standard steps (Foray et al., 2012) would be required in the case that the
regions do not possess a regional S3. Still, the application of the standard six steps
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is difficult in the interregional context. Particularly in terms of establishing an
appropriate governance system and setting up a common policy mix (Girejko et al.,
2019; Hassink and Gong, 2019).

The methodology developed breaks down the process of identifying priorities
for interregional S3 into five sequences (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Interregional S3 identification

| Process Flow J
4 3 4
Sequence 1 Sequence 2 ‘ Sequence 3 Sequence 4 Sequence 5
Searching for Analytical Market and Potential of Stakeholder
common set review and technology international- consultations
of priority profiling trends review ization and EDP
areas
Initial priorities Initial priorities Initial priorities Initial priorities Priorities
identified verified refined refined established

* * »

[ Feedback J

Source: Authors’ representation

Sequence 1 is to search for a common set of Research and Innovation
Strategies of Smart Specialization (R1S3) domains in two or more regions. The initial
sequence is to look for similarities between regions implemented in already existing
S3 frameworks. The information on regional S3 can be obtained from regional S3
strategy documents (mainly at NUTS2 regional level). By analysing S3, it is
relatively basic to list all Smart Specialization priority areas for the observed regions.
It becomes apparent that there are priority areas which are common for the majority
of regions such as general areas like logistics or certain services (European
Commission, 2020b).

At this point, a study of further S3 documents in more detail is still needed
and shall include: (i) listing all smart knowledge sectors / sub-sectors, and
technologies at regional level; (ii) consolidating the regional Smart Specialisation
domains from the various S3 levels. These consolidated regional domains are the
basis for interregional consolidation: (iii) consolidating the interregional domains by
identifying the common ones and allocating them to the appropriate Smart
Specialisation priority areas that have been defined previously. The specific domains
which clearly do not match the selected general priority areas should be deleted. As
a result of the above analysis and combination of selection methods, the Smart

Eastern Journal of European Studies | 13(1) 2022 | 2068-651X (print) | 2068-6633 (on-line) | CC BY | ejes.uaic.ro



Smart specialisation policy strategy for interregional cooperation: pushing less-developed regions | 263

Specialisation priority areas and their underlying knowledge / technology domains
(for e. g. NACE classification by sectors and sub-sectors) are defined.

The second sequence consists of a statistical review. The main reasons for
sequence 2 are (i) to reset the reference points for priority areas and domains from
the ones applied in the regional S3s; (ii) cross-checking that the identified Smart
Specialisation priority areas (and their underlying domains) are statistically
important currently; (iii) verifying that the conditions and trends at regional level
have not significantly changed between the time when their individual S3s had been
adopted and the current situation; (iv) introducing evidence into the process as some
regional S3 could have some degree of normative policy-making (cf. also Gianelle
et al., 2019; Hassink and Gong, 2019).

When it comes to elaborating the interregional S3, each reference region can
be compared in terms of measuring its regional specialisation (e. g. by location
guotient, input-output analysis or other indices such as the Krugman-Index)
(Farhauer and Kroll, 2009).

While some regional S3 might be still generally valid, not all of them have
been regularly reviewed and updated while the economic developments, challenges,
and technologies change. It appears to be plausible to suggest that each initially
identified Smart Specialisation priority area and each domain should undergo a
statistical review. Also, new priorities and domains should be considered to the
extent that statistical data supports their relevance and importance.

Through the analytical review and profiling of the regions, the initially
identified interregional S3 can be verified, meaning that some Smart Specialisation
priority areas and their underlying domains should be added or deleted, based on the
verifying statistics.

The third sequence is about market and technology trends. While analyses of
previous data and the status quo are the objective of sequence 2, sequence 3 is
outward- and future-oriented. Relevant market and technological trends affects the
regional development. The market, industry and technology trends should be
collected and analysed by researching publications (Association of German
Engineers, 2015; European Commission, 2015).

The derivation of global trends and the specific fields of application follow a
deductive approach: at first, a variety of global trends is identified. Thereunder fields
such as health and provision of food, ecological issues such as climate change and
energy, as well as major trends such as globalisation, demographic change, or
urbanisation. Based on these trends, potential challenges are presented, showing
connection to the major trends. To close the circle in favour of regional priority areas,
the corresponding domains (e.g. by NACE classifications) connected to each trend and
challenge are listed in order to underline which trends might be relevant for the
(previous selected) domains. Also, less-developed regions generally show sectoral
starting points for promising economic trends that can be addressed by Smart
Specialisation.
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The fourth sequence deals with the internationalisation potential of economic
sectors. Because the interregional S3 aspect is at the core of the methodology at hand,
it is relevant to assess the potential of the previously identified and revised smart
priorities and domains (of the sequences 1-3). The internationalisation potential will
depend on several factors, such as attractiveness of market niches served to/to be
served, export data, proximity of the involved regions, existence of comparative
advantages, or cultural linkages. The internationalisation potential is assessed with
the help of regional experts in a quantitative framework that can be linked to the
previously identified possible sectors for interregional cooperation.

The final sequence consists of stakeholder consultations whereby the outputs
of all the previous sequences 1 to 4 constitute the input. This sequence is
characterised by stakeholder involvement, consultations and running an
Entrepreneurial Discovery Process, which (i) encourages and ensures an inclusive
and interactive bottom-up involvement of university-industry, university-
government, government-industry relations as well as public (i.e. “quadruple-helix”
framework) through which the proposed smart priorities and domains can be
assessed and new potential ones identified, mostly based on market and/or
technological opportunities identified in the process; (ii) provides a vehicle for
integrating entrepreneurial knowledge by strengthening connections and
partnerships. The EDP process gives the interregional S3 framework the policy
legitimation (Foray, 2014).

Different tools can be used for the EDP such as communication platforms,
including interregional ones, information provision on emerging market and
technological opportunities, associations, clustering, or workshops. The sequence of
consultations with an integrated EDP is the final sequence before finalising the
framework of an interregional S3.

Conclusion and future development

In the paper at hand, the authors suggest a methodology for an advanced
process to develop a basis for interregional Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3) for
regional development. The most promising approach is to build on the Smart
Specialization Strategies (S3s) of the regions and not reinvent the wheel: nothing
succeeds like success.

The S3 concept is one of the key instruments for Europe’s regional
development. S3s provide a new building block for collaboration in the context of
the European Union Cohesion policy. Considering the green transition in Europe,
Smart Specialisation is an instrument of European innovation policy and leads to
investments in certain technologies, raising sectors capacities, and to exploring new
niches of structural diversification (Gianelle et al., 2020). Smart Specialisation
combines the required factors for an implementation of the Green Deal. Moreover,
Smart Specialisation Strategies for Sustainability (S4), as currently discussed on
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political level, introduce a green dimension in Smart Specialisation to complement
economic and environmental aspects (McCann and Soete, 2020; Nakicenovic et al.,
2021). S4 could mobilise resources and financial investment, building upon place-
based approaches and combining top-down directionality with bottom-up
entrepreneurial activity. The already established concept of Smart Specialisation
considers regional diversity to build upon competitive advantages and increase the
position of a region in the knowledge economy. One strategy to develop the
competitive advantage of moderate innovators regions is to develop a strategy to
overcome regional disparities by leveraging regional growth potential. An
interregional S3 is therefore required, which considers interregional knowledge and
learning. But the heterogeneity makes it challenging to develop and implement such
a common strategy. The paper at hand presents different steps, or sequences, which
are elaborated to accompany the identification of smart priority areas for
interregional S3. These sequences include analytical, market technology trends,
internationalisation potential, and stakeholder aspects in the S3 development and can
act as a basis for Smart Specialisation and regional catch-up processes.

Following the five sequences of the suggested methodology for interregional
S3s leads to establishing certain priorities in a coherent, logical, and integrative
manner which reflects the main underlying concepts of the S3. In this context, it is
important that the whole process is iterative to a high degree, meaning that
verifications and validations are carried out throughout all steps.
The methodology still faces limitations that need to be tackled in future practice. A
central aspect is that the methodology in its current form is highly based on the
availability of S3 frameworks, and, moreover, by statistics. This is partly
challenging. The methodology requires regional S3 frameworks as a basis (for
sequence 1), it is not yet working for regions that are at the beginning of the S3
development. A further challenge is that the existing regional S3 frameworks are
mostly developed with different methods and professionality making them hard to
compare. Moreover, the paper does not represent a statistical-econometric paper and
does not test the developed methodology either. Reference here is made to the paper
by Kruse and Wedemeier (2021) which practically applies the methodology in less-
developed regions, using the Tunisian regions of Sfax and Medenine as an example.
Whereby Kruse and Wedemeier (2021) apply the five sequences there, including the
qualitative and quantitative evaluation, a trend analysis and an analysis of the
sectoral internationalisation potential.

A more critical aspect is of that kind that some Smart Specialization Strategies
(S3) depend on traditional forms of innovation, i.e., technological innovations which
might be linked to peculiar places as urban areas (leading and less-developed regions
in terms of economic development and innovation). Especially for peripheral regions
this is a critical aspect. Since smart development strategies are based on principles —
embeddedness, relatedness, connectedness — as well as other locational factors like
critical mass, it might be challenging to implement a regional S3 in peripheral and

Eastern Journal of European Studies | 13(1) 2022 | 2068-651X (print) | 2068-6633 (on-line) | CC BY | ejes.uaic.ro



266 | Mirko KRUSE, Jan WEDEMEIER

less-developed regions. However, this is an issue for the aspect of an interregional
S3, because of the lack of scale (i.e., low density, lack of diversification). On the
contrary, an interregional S3 approach could support the development of less-
developed regions by the co-invention aspect of innovation and application. The
interregional S3 approach builds on the principles, it “borrows size” from the leading
regions and gives extra-regional knowledge to less-developed regions. Therefore,
particularly less-developed regions have a high chance to benefit from Smart
Specialisation and interregional cooperation which is why the EU sees S3 as a
building block to overcome regional disparities. These benefits can date from
catching-up processes as well as improved regional strengths in accordance with
interregional value chains.
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