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1. Commitment 24/25: Improve the use of structural 

funds for research and innovation 
 

by Sandor Richter, wiiw 

 

1.1 Introduction 
 

The targets for Commitment 24/25 are, briefly summarized, as follows: ‘Future regulations 

governing the operation of the European Regional Development Fund should further commit 

substantial financial resources to support innovation initiatives within the regions of the European 

Union.’ … ‘Member States should considerably improve their use of existing Structural Funds for 

research and innovation projects ,…. implementing smart specialisation strategies. …. The 

Commission stands ready to assist … and will establish a smart specialisation platform.’1 The 

message in brief: (i) allocate ‘substantial financial resources’ (EU funds) to research and innovation 

and (ii) spend it more efficiently with the help of smart specialisation strategies (S3). 

 

The immediate target of this Commitment is to facilitate the dissemination of S3 through the 

operation of an internet platform. This immediate target was fulfilled: the site2 went online in 

March 2012 and has been operational ever since. Helped by this platform and, not less importantly, 

by the mandatory prescription via an Ex-ante Conditionality both for Member States (MS) and their 

regions, S3 became an inevitable component of development policies throughout the EU, involving 

18 MS national governments3 and 170 EU regions as of end of 2017. 

 

ESI Funds of the 2014-2020 Multi-annual Financial Framework (MFF) are in the process of 

allocation in MS and regions. Whether the absolute and relative significance of related spending on 

research, development and innovation (RDI) has increased, remained unchanged or diminished in 

this seven year period compared to the previous 2007-2013 MFF will be known only years from 

now, when the final statistics about the current MFF will be compiled. Nevertheless the available 

planned allocation of these expenditures by MS allow cautious assumptions on the subject. 

 

1.2 Actors and actor groups 
 

1.2.1 Actor groups’ relevance in S3 
 

As a starter, let us briefly recapitulate what smart specialisation strategy is. The smart specialisation 

strategy concept was developed as a response to an analysis that found that research and 

innovation efforts in Europe are too often fragmented and sub-critical, and tend to duplicate one 

                                                 
1  European Commission, 2014. 
2  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ 
3  The following MS (national governments) are not registered in the S3 platform: Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, 

Germany Greece, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Spain, the UK. Nevertheless all these countries, except for Luxembourg, 

are represented in the S3 internet platform with at least one but typically more registered regions. 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/


 

D6-3 | Integration in the Eco-System 

 

www.i3u-innovationunion.eu Page 5 of 72 This project has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement No 645884.    

 

another.4 Smart specialisation strategies set out the agendas for an integrated, placebased 

economic transformation for Member States’ and regions’ innovation-related investment. These 

strategies: 

 

 focus policy support and investment on key national/regional priorities, challenges and 

needs for knowledgebased development; 

 build on each country/region’s strengths, competitive advantages and potential for 

excellence; 

 support technological as well as practicebased innovation and aim to stimulate private 

sector investment; 

 get stakeholders fully involved and encourage all forms of innovation and experimentation; 

 are evidencebased and include sound monitoring and evaluation systems.5 

 

The above description of smart specialisation leaves no doubt that the circle of actors involved in 

S3 is very broad. The S3 platform defines the activities of involved actors as follows:6 

 

The actors participate in entrepreneurial discovery process, contribute to the development of S3 

strategies and their implementation, provide advice on how to match regional development needs 

with R&I and vice versa, support particular technologies, industries or clusters, provide an adequate 

innovation ecosystem, form the quadruple helix of innovation actors, are involved in international 

networks and thus they add the needed external and outward-looking dimension to smart 

specialisation strategies. 

 

Based on the above description of S3 and the involved actors’ activities we can go on with 

scrutinizing the actors involved in the S3 practices. Verspagen et al. defined six categories of actors 

in the innovation systems:7 

 

1. Education institutes, especially higher education > providing education and undertaking 

research > assimilating external knowledge  

2. Semi-public and public research institutes > undertaking research > assimilating external 

knowledge and addressing societal needs 

3. Firms > undertaking innovation > generating economic value added 

4. Governments > facilitating and stimulating firms, organizing and funding education and 

research, providing regulation and legislation > influencing system performance, leveraging 

innovation for the public good 

5. Finance sector > providing funding to innovative firms > risk allocation and sharing 

6. Consumers > purchasing innovative products and services > actuating speed and direction 

of innovation 

 

For analysing the actors’ role in S3 it is expedient to distinguish between the actors according to 

type, scope and intensity of S3-relatedness of activities exerted by them. Thus our classification 

distinguishes primary, secondary and tertiary actors.   

                                                 
4  European Commission (2016) p. 13. 
5  Ibid. 
6  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/s3-actors 
7  Verspagen at al 2016, p. 7. The original definition was slightly modified by the author. 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
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Primary actors 

 

What concerns S3, governments are the primary actors, namely both MS national and regional 

governments in individual MS. Since the launch of the 2014-2020 MFF smart specialisation is not 

something for which national and regional governments of Member States may opt to volunteer or 

not. The 2014-2020 ESI Funds regulatory framework (Article 19 of the Common Provisions)  

introduced the Ex-ante Conditionality (ExAC) in order to ensure that the ‘effectiveness of EU 

investment is not undermined by flawed policies or regulatory, administrative or institutional 

bottlenecks’.8 Of the 29 Thematic ExACs, No. 1.1 Research and innovation, addresses S3. The 

criterion for compliance is ‘the existence of a national or regional smart specialisation strategy in 

line with the National Reform Programme, to leverage private research and innovation (R&I) 

expenditure, which complies with the features of well-performing national or regional R&I 

systems.’9 The deadline for the introduction of S3 both for national and regional governments was 

the end of 2016. 

 

The next primary actor is the European Commission (EC) though it does not figure on the list of the 

6 actor groups set up in Verspagen et al (2016). The EC has had, on the one hand, an indispensable 

role both as initiator and supervisor of the Ex-ante Conditionality requiring national and regional 

S3 strategy, and, on the other hand, as the actor which called into being and financially supports 

the operation of the S3 internet platform.10 

 

It must be noted here that S3 has gone far beyond assisting the mere fulfilment of the ex-ante 

conditionality criteria linked to Cohesion Policy allocations. With over 100 smart specialisation 

strategies having been developed in the recent years, mostly at regional level, it has changed the 

way innovation-driven regional development policies are dealt with across Europe. 

 

Secondary actors 

 

While the above mentioned primary actors set up national and regional smart specialisation 

strategies (MS national and regional governments), or control whether the strategies are in place 

(European Commission), the genuine subjects of S3 are the research institutes (private and public), 

higher education institutes and the business sector (firms). These actors implement those actions 

which were enabled through facilitation by primary actors. However, contrary to primary actors, 

secondary actors indeed volunteer to participate.  

 

Although a hierarchy in the relation between primary and secondary actors exists, with primary 

actors being on the top of the hierarchy, secondary actors enjoy full freedom in selecting partners 

and choose the modalities of cooperation. The cooperation initiated may take place within 

identical actor groups (e.g. a research institute co-operates with one or more other research 

                                                 
8  EU (2013), p. 347. 
9  EU (2013), p. 438. 
10  It must be noted here that S3 has gone far beyond assisting the mere fulfilment of the Ex-ante Conditionality criteria 

linked to Cohesion Policy allocations. With over 100 smart specialisation strategies having been developed in the 

recent years, mostly at regional level, it has changed the way innovation-driven regional development policies are 

dealt with across Europe. See http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/smart-stories. 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
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institutes) or across actor groups (e.g. research institutes cooperate with firms and/or universities 

and/or various public bodies). They may initiate actions on their own, and principally they are not 

subordinated to primary actors. Nevertheless that may change if they claim national or local 

government support or intend to apply for resources from the ESI Funds. In these cases the 

secondary actors certainly have to participate through managing the regular application procedure 

for the national/local government funds or EU funds. In all these cases the actors must correspond 

to the requirements prescribed by the individual programme concerned. In these cases the 

regulatory role of the primary actors play an important role.   

 

Tertiary actors 

 

Consumers or, formulating it in a less economist language,  involved citizens are the ultimate 

beneficiaries of S3-related research and innovation generated services and products, even if the 

connection is not immediate and  is far from being obvious for the citizens. 

 

Financial institutions may participate in S3 initiated or supported projects, but here again, the 

relation is not direct, except for the probably rare cases, where an innovative financial construction, 

somehow related to S3, is required and provided by a financial institution. 

 

1.2.2 Interaction of actor groups 
 

As mentioned, secondary actors are regarded as the most important medium for S3. Thinking ‘out 

of the box’ is the essence of S3.Therefore unconventional partnerships of actors easily emerge 

within and across the above classification borders, just as within and across regional and national 

borders. As an illustration a list of such partnerships are displayed in Box 1. These are taken from 

S3 best practice examples cited in Richter (2018).11 

 

Box 1 

 

1. New clusters connected to regional specialisation areas – Friuli Venezia Giulia, Italy12  

 

Actors: regional government, new companies and representatives from research and industry 

associations. The cooperation concluded in the establishment of five new regional clusters. 

 

2. Co-creation of global trends with regard to value chains – Slovenia13 

 

Actors: government of Slovenia, key stakeholders including business and researchers. The 

cooperation resulted in strategic partnerships to prepare business plans, project proposals and 

visions around specific value chains with potential. 

  

                                                 
11  Richter (2018) p. 17-19. 
12  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/regional-engagement-and-new-clusters-connected-to-regional-specialisation-

areas?inheritRedirect=true 
13  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/co-creation-of-global-trends?inheritRedirect=true 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/regional-engagement-and-new-clusters-connected-to-regional-specialisation-areas?inheritRedirect=true
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/regional-engagement-and-new-clusters-connected-to-regional-specialisation-areas?inheritRedirect=true
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3. Formation of world class clusters – Wales, UK14  

 

Actors: the Welsh government, a small number of research centres of excellence with clear 

comparative strength, local industry and the university. The activities concluded in to the 

establishment of a leading European semiconductor cluster in Wales. 

 

4. A multi-level dialogue to foster synergies between Horizon 2020 and ESI Funds – 

Germany15  

 

Actors: Federal Ministry of Education and Research (Germany), federal and regional (Länder) 

authorities responsible for cohesion policy and R&I, Managing Authorities, H2020 Programme 

Committees and NCPs, key stakeholders and potential applicants. The cooperation enabled a new 

national-regional dialogue for synergies. 

 

5. Ensuring an ongoing Entrepreneurial Discovery Process – Epirus, Greece16 

 

Actors: regional government, other public bodies, academic institutions, representatives of the 

business community including potential investors and citizens. This cooperation led to the 

establishment of a Regional Research and Innovation Council with four working groups relevant to 

the areas of specialisation. 

 

6. Two regional identities reinforcing each other through S3 – Tuscany, Italy17  

 

Actors: regional government, a team of 12 external experts, 450 institutions/enterprises involved in 

an entrepreneurial discovery process. The cooperation lead to the elaboration of strategic 

roadmaps by 13 technological districts and the selection of three technological priorities oriented 

to place-based applications. 

 

Smart specialisation is an innovative (or non-conventional) approach to innovation. Therefore the 

classical description of actors and their interaction will necessarily miss important aspects which 

belong to the substance of S3. As an illustration we introduce here the (partly) unconventional 

actors of a typical Peer Review Workshop, a workhorse tool of S3 supported by the internet 

platform.18 

 

Participants/actors come from regions under peer review. Ideally, 3-5 representatives from the region 

or Member State are invited. The main actor groups are: 

 

                                                 
14  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/smart-specialisation-in-wales-a-case-study?inheritRedirect=true 
15  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/a-multi-level-dialogue-to-foster-synergies-between-horizon-2020-and-esi-

funds?inheritRedirect=true 
16  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/ensuring-an-ongoing-entrepreneurial-process-of-discovery?inheritRedirect=true 
17  http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/regional-engagement-and-new-clusters-connected-to-regional-specialisation-

areas?inheritRedirect=true  
18 Midtkandal and Rakhmatullin (2014), p. 7. The description of the actors is a shortened and edited version of the 

original. 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/smart-specialisation-in-wales-a-case-study?inheritRedirect=true
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http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/a-multi-level-dialogue-to-foster-synergies-between-horizon-2020-and-esi-funds?inheritRedirect=true
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/ensuring-an-ongoing-entrepreneurial-process-of-discovery?inheritRedirect=true
http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/-/regional-engagement-and-new-clusters-connected-to-regional-specialisation-areas?inheritRedirect=true
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Critical friends. All peers at the workshop have the role of a critical friend. The region being 

reviewed in one session will act as a critical friend in the next session. Prior to a peer review 

workshop, the S3P team provides all critical friends registered for the workshop with the prepared 

documents to allow them to prepare for the workshop. They act as peers and share their different 

knowledge and experience.  

 

Critical buddies. Prior to peer review workshops, the S3 Platform team approaches a sub-group of 

carefully selected peers (‘critical buddies’). This group of peers are asked to provide additional and 

structured feedback to regions under review.  

 

Invited experts. During the plenary part of the peer review workshop, invited experts generally 

contribute by delivering presentations on relevant topics. These experts also attend peer review 

sessions and offer their expert advice, recommendations and comments. They are also asked to share 

their expert advice and general reflections in the workshop closing session.  

 

S3 Platform personnel. Together with the host region, the S3 Platform members of staff are 

responsible for the organisation of peer review workshops. The S3P staff moderate peer review 

sessions and assist peer reviewed regions throughout the entire peer review process.  

 

Representatives of other European Commission DGs and services. These participants generally 

deliver presentations focusing on the latest updates regarding different legislative issues, as well as 

expectations and negotiations on issues related to RIS3.  

 

1.2.3 Does the policy (S3) work? 
 

It is fairly difficult to answer this question in the case of the smart specialisation strategy. Where the 

policy works, that is clearly visible based the data and other information. But is that sufficient? In 

this area there are no quantifiable targets to reach, we cannot measure whether or not a pre-set 

target has been achieved, such as e.g. spending at least 3% of GDP on RDI, etc.  

 

The system is open from above, that means that any number of individual cases of innovative 

cooperation with the participation of any number of actors is possible. There is no description of a 

situation which could have theoretically been achieved in the case of a supposedly much more 

successful S3 policy or a much better functioning S3 internet platform. As an example: 100 Peer 

Review Workshops organised annually would certainly be better than 50, but we cannot state that 

50 workshops annually is a failure, as there is neither any indication for a set target of 100 (or any 

other 50+ number) of workshops, nor any feedback about frustrated intentions to organise an 

additional number of such workshops. There is no information about the number and scope of S3-

related initiatives and projects which were launched but failed for one or another reason. Without 

doubt, several cases of initiated cooperation must have ended without successful implementation, 

or tangible output, but we found no record of these. 

 

Interestingly, the prevention of such failures is itself the subject of S3. A feedback process is used 

to improve the tools, as the example of the above-mentioned Peer Review Workshops shows. In 

the course of a stock-taking event supported by a survey of participants from several such 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/


 

D6-3 | Integration in the Eco-System 

 

www.i3u-innovationunion.eu Page 10 of 72 This project has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement No 645884.    

 

workshops helped draft a series of proposals for improvement.19  

 

Concerning the capabilities of the actors, there seem to be no limits on the part of the secondary 

actors. The door is open for a multitude of innovative forms of cooperation. On the part of the 

primary actors, the small number of JRC staff may become a bottleneck at one point, and a 

possible upgrading may raise the question of possible financial constraints.  

 

1.2.4 Funding for research development and innovation from 

the ESI Funds – the actors 
 

EU cohesion policy supports projects in a wide range of areas, but the funding for 2014-2020 is 

concentrated on 11 thematic objectives. Four of these are key priorities for the European Regional 

Development Fund (ERDF): 

 

 Research and innovation 

 Information and communication technologies 

 SME competitiveness 

 Low carbon economy 

 

MS and MS regions must allocate a certain share of ERDF funding to at least two of these key 

priorities:20 at least 80% of ERDF funding for more developed regions; at least 60% of ERDF funding 

for transition regions and at least 50% of ERDF funding for less developed regions. 

 

In addition, the EU funds projects in 7 other thematic areas: 

 

 Climate change and risk prevention 

 Environment and resource efficiency 

 Transport and energy networks 

 Employment and labour market 

 Social inclusion 

 Education and training 

 Efficient public administration 

 

Further fields are earmarked for EU cohesion funding to foster the Europe 2020 strategy to promote 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth: 

 

 Competition policy 

 Health 

 Culture 

 Tourism 

 

From the above lists it must be clear that although research, development and innovation is a key 

priority of the EU cohesion policy, it is only one of the many different possible targets of cohesion 

                                                 
19  Midtkandal and Hegyi (2014), p. 16. 
20  http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/themes/ 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/
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policy. The actors involved here are national and regional governments which, within the 

constraints set,21 are free to decide about the proportion between the various allocation 

opportunities. As data in Richter (2018)22 show, the share of RDI spending from total cohesion policy 

spending is widely different both across MS and across MS regions. Here the actual allocation is a 

compromise between national government various priorities’. Considered are the perceived 

development needs of the country, the ranking of bottlenecks to be eased, and last but not least, 

claims by various interest groups. At regional level the existing (or missing) research infrastructure 

may play an additional important role. 

 

The decision process among various priorities at the national and regional government level is a 

subject of political sciences and has no immediate relation to innovation. 

 

1.2.5 Does the policy (ESIF funding of RDI) work? 
 

Whether ‘substantial financial resources’ will be made available for RDI related expenditures from 

EU cohesion policy related funds is determined, apart from the definition of ‘substantial’ in this 

context, by two things: 

 

First, via the regulatory environment established by the EU. This consists of elements like Ex-ante 

Conditionality referring to S3, investment priorities with prescribed minimum shares for 

expenditure groups for various groups of MS.  

 

Second, as long as a certain degree of free choice between eligible expenditures across various 

thematic areas prevail, the actual RDI related expenditures will be the result of a bargaining process 

between and within various levels of governance, with the main actors EU institutions, national 

government institutions, regional/local level institutions. Here the decisions represent a 

compromise between several actors representing enormous diversity of interests. The outcomes, 

though they can be influenced to some extent, are unpredictable. 

 

Ex-ante Conditionality clearly helps the policy to work. The free choice among eligible expenditures 

is a much more controversial issue. The obstacles to more RDI-related spending from the structural 

funds are ‘built-in’ as possible expenditure targets are competing, and from case to case RDI 

ranked worse than other targets. There is no remedy, however, to this problem: free choice is an 

indispensable constituent of the EU’s cohesion policy. A more holistic approach towards funding 

for RDI could be an improvement. The Commitment is focused on RDI expenditures from the 

Structural Funds, more specifically from the European Regional Development Fund. Research and 

innovation is financed, however, from other segments of the European Union’s budget. Instead of 

looking solely at RDI financing from the Structural Funds, RDI-related expenditures of MS and their 

regions could be scrutinized through all channels of the EU budget. This would necessitate an 

appropriate statistical apparatus. The related methodological challenges are non-negligible.23 

  

                                                 
21  Ibid. 
22  Richter (2018) p.20. 
23  To mention only one, cohesion policy allocations by MS are completed at the beginning of any MFF, while research 

funds in the Horizon 2020 can be achieved via competition, and individual MS shares in this segment are measurable 

only when the 2014-2020 MFF is completed. 
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1.3 European innovations systems 
 

1.3.1 Classification of European innovation systems 
 

In deliverable D9-3 of this project Verspagen et. al (2017) established a classification of the 

European innovation systems.24 They established four characteristic groups of member states.  

 

Strongly developed group   

Member states in this group are mostly well above the EU average level of development. In these 

countries typically all parts of the innovation system are highly developed and perform well, also in 

international comparison. Group members have a strongly innovative firm population at their core, 

and have various other functions that can work with this firm population. Members of this group 

are: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Slovenia, Sweden, and the 

United Kingdom.25 

 

Public policy led group 

In this group of member states business sector innovation is weaker than in the top level countries, 

but public policy is active in the field of innovation and it performs at high level. Innovation is 

placed in the focus of the public policy interest. Public policy initiatives have the potential to raise 

business sector innovation to a higher level. Members of this group are: France, Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta and Portugal.26 

 

Developing innovation systems group 

In this group of member states business sector innovation is typically strongly dependent on 

external knowledge and competencies, such as supply-chain based innovation and external 

sourcing. Countries in this group can benefit from international technology diffusion, depending on 

the quality of their absorptive capacity. Public policy for innovation is relatively better developed in 

these countries. This group includes Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, 

Slovakia and Spain.27 

 

Lagging behind group 

In this group public policy concerning innovation is weakly developed in a comparative 

perspective. In the business sector firms tend to be, just as in the Developing innovation systems 

group, either supply chain driven innovators or externally sourcing ones. The public policy does not 

provide a strong perspective to stimulate innovation in the business sector. Members of this group 

are: Estonia, Greece and Poland.28 

 

  

                                                 
24  Verspagen et. al, p.18-19 
25  Ibid. 
26  Ibid. 
27  Ibid 
28  Ibid. 
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1.3.2 Smart specialisation and the European innovation 

systems 
 

Is there a difference between potential S3 effectiveness across the various European innovation 

systems?  

 

In the countries which belong to the Strongly developed group, up to date and comprehensive 

forms of national and regional development strategies, in their features reminding of the S3, have 

appeared much earlier than S3 became official strategy in the EU.29 That does not mean at all that 

there is no room for further improvement in individual regions and thematic areas, especially in the 

most path breaking practices like the formation of world class clusters or the co-creation of global 

trends with regard to value chains30. The point here is that the positive impact in this group may be 

comparatively smaller than in the other, less developed type of innovation systems.   

 

In the Public policy led group and the Developing innovation systems group there is ample space for 

substantial positive changes. These systems are both one-sided: in countries of the former group 

high level public policy led innovation prevails in co-existence with weak business sector 

innovation. In the countries belonging to the latter group there is a satisfactorily developed public 

sector but the business sector innovation is one-sidedly determined from abroad. In both groups 

appropriate public sector policy may, with the help of S3 practices, achieve substantial progress in 

improving the environment of business sector innovation. Obviously differentiated approaches are 

important; addressing external dependence in the field of innovation necessitates other strategies 

than merely lifting domestic businesses’ readiness for innovation. The relatively developed public 

sector may serve as catalyst for finding the appropriate elements from the broad supply of S3 

practices.   

 

The potential for a substantial improvement is principally the largest in the Lagging behind group, 

relying on the advantage of latecomers. Nevertheless in the countries of this group public policy 

concerning innovation is underdeveloped, that means the catalyst role in initiating S3 practices, 

what is expected from public policy, cannot be easily realized. In a more optimistic approach a 

resolute turn in public policy in the field of innovation should precede a broad implementation of 

S3 practices in these countries. The challenges to face will then be similar to those the countries in 

the public policy led group and the developing innovation systems group are confronted with.  

 

1.3.3 Cohesion policy related RDI expenditures and the 

European innovation systems 
 

1.3.3.1 RDI expenditures financed from cohesion policy funds 

and the European innovation systems 

 

The main raster for the investigation we used here was the division of the 28 EU Member States 

into the four distinguished innovation systems according to Verspagen (2017). This raster was 

analysed in its interrelation with two other divisions across the MS:  

                                                 
29  Richter (2018) p.5-6.  
30  Ibid 17-19. 
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(i) the relative significance of ESI Funds in their economy and  

(ii) the change of their RDI related expenditures as a share of their total ESIF expenditures between 

the MFF 2007-2013 and 2014-2020.  

 

It is expedient to recapitulate the main facts of the division by relative significance of ESI funds. 

Exactly half of the 28 Member States is projected to receive per capita ESIF allocation over 1000 

euro in the 2014-2020 MFF, while the other half of the MS less than 1000 euro per capita, in the 

same period.31 The first group, which further on will be labelled ‘major beneficiaries of 2014-2020 

cohesion policy’, consists of Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. All these countries were below 

90% of the EU average development level in 2014. In the second group, labelled ‘minor 

beneficiaries of 2014-2020 cohesion policy’ one finds Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, 

France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg,  Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the UK. With the 

exception of Cyprus all these countries are above 90% of the EU 28 average development level.  

There is a huge discrepancy between the per capita allocation of ESI Funds in the two groups, 

reflecting certainly the difference in levels of economic development. In the ‘major beneficiaries’ 

group the average per capita ESIF allocation is € 1.931, with a range of € 2.744 (Estonia) to € 1.038 

(Bulgaria). In the ‘minor beneficiaries’ group the average is only € 285, with a range of €854 (Cyprus) 

to €78 (Netherlands).32    

 

As mentioned in the Introduction, an important part of Commitment 24/25 is that in the period 

2014-2020 substantial financial resources should be committed to support innovation activities 

across MS and regions. Although this request was drafted without mentioning concrete sums or 

proportions, an interpretation of this text so that the share of ESIF allocation to RDI in total ESIF 

expenditures should be at least so high in the MFF 2014-2020 as it was in the 2007-2013 MFF, 

seems appropriate. Certainly the constraints of comparison are clear: figures for 2007-2013 are 

facts, for 2014-2020 are only projections. The findings therefore say more about intentions than 

what actually will happen, although grave deviation of future actual developments from projections 

cannot be reckoned with. This is explained by the long preparatory procedure with lengthy 

coordination of planned expenditures between MS and the Commission and the difficulties in the 

way of modification of agreed programmes. 

 

Can we find specific features in the behaviour of the two different groups of MS in the field of 

allocation of cohesion policy expenditures? In Figure 1 the horizontal axis shows the share of RDI 

expenditures in total cohesion policy expenditures (facts) for individual Member States in the 

2007-2013 MFF, the vertical axis the same relation in the 2014-2020 MFF (projection). The diagonal 

line separates the countries which plan to spend more on RDI from the available cohesion policy 

related funds than they actually spent in 2007-2013 from those countries (below the diagonal line) 

which plan to spend less in this MFF than in the previous one. The figure displays that there are 

only 7 MS above the diagonal line. That means that the big majority of the MS plans to spend 

relatively less for RDI than in the earlier MFF. Our main interest here is to find out whether being a 

major or minor beneficiary MS will make any difference concerning the intention to spend more or 

less in the current MFF than in the previous one.  The blue and grey dots in the figure show that in 

                                                 
31  Richter (2018) p.21. 
32  Ibid. 
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the circle of countries with increasing payments for RDI minor beneficiaries are stronger 

represented than major beneficiary countries, the proportion is 5 to 2. That means that the inverse 

relation appears below the diagonal line: among the MS spending relatively less for RDI in the 

current MFF major beneficiaries are in off-hand in the proportion 12 to 9. The message from the 

figure may be summarized as follows: exactly those MS tend to spend relatively less on RDI which, 

due to their lower level of economic development, badly need convergence to highly developed 

MS in the field of innovation.  

 

Figure 1 / The share of RDI expenditures in total cohesion policy related expenditures and 

per capita ESIF expenditures in Member States, 2007-2013 (fact) and 2014-2020 (projection) 

 

  
Major cohesion policy beneficiary 

Member States 

Minor cohesion policy beneficiary 

Member States 

Estonia Poland Cyprus Belgium 

Slovakia Croatia Spain Sweden 

Lithuania Malta Italy United Kingdom 

Latvia Slovenia Ireland Austria 

Hungary Greece Finland Denmark 

Czech R. Romania Germany Luxembourg 

Portugal Bulgaria France Netherlands 

Source: Richter (2018) p. 19-20. 
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Figure 2 / The share of RDI expenditures in total cohesion policy related expenditures and the 

European innovation systems, 2007-2013 (fact) and 2014-2020 (projection) 

 

 
Innovation 

systems:   
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Developing innovation  

systems Public policy-led Lagging behind 
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Germany Romania Latvia  

Netherlands Bulgaria Luxembourg  

Slovenia Cyprus Malta  

Sweden Spain Portugal  

United Kingdom    

Source: Richter (2018) p. 19-20 and Verspagen (2017) p. 18-19. 

 

Now we place the issue of spending more or less for RDI from the ESI funds in 2014-2020 than in the 

earlier MFF into the context of the European innovation systems.  As it is displayed in Figure 2, of 

the seven countries where expenditures for RDI are planned to be increased (in relative terms) 

there are only members from the Strongly developed and Developing innovation system groups, 

while all members of the Public policy led and the Lagging behind groups are displayed below the 

diagonal line, i.e. in the case of these countries the RDI expenditures concerned will be smaller, in 

relative terms.  

 

It is remarkable, that of the 7 MS which increase their respective RDI expenditures, the members in 

the two here represented European innovation system groups have fairly different positions 

according to the relative extent of their RDI related expenditures. Hungary, Cyprus and Bulgaria, 
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which belong to the Developing innovation systems group, spend a low share of their total 

cohesion policy related expenditures on RDI, from 4 to 10%, in both MFF periods; true, this small 

share will be increasing between the two MFF periods. Belgium, Germany, Finland and the 

Netherlands, from the Strongly developed group, are all turning a remarkable high share of their 

cohesion policy related expenditures on RDI, from around 15% (Belgium) to over 30% (Finland in 

both MFF periods and the Netherlands in the current MFF). It is remarkable that in this group even 

the relatively smallest RDI expenditure share is larger than the largest share in the other innovation 

system group.  

 

Below the diagonal line we find the countries where the RDI expenditures from cohesion policy 

funds will most probably decline between the two MFF periods. Remarkable, that members of the 

Strongly developed group are those which spent and plan to spend relatively much on RDI, both in 

2007-2013 and 2014-2020, even if the respective share is shrinking over time. All members from 

the other three innovation system groups have systematically lower RDI shares both in the previous 

and the current MFF. An exception is Luxembourg which belongs to the Developing innovation 

systems group. 

 

Let us put now the extent of change between the two MFF periods in focus. In Figures 3 and 4 we 

can follow, beyond the extent of change (vertical axis) also the share of the RDI expenditures by 

country (the horizontal axis).  

 

In Figure 3 the major beneficiary MS has a small dispersal around the horizontal axis. On the 

vertical axis these MS are located mostly in the range of about +5pp and -5pp. On the vertical axis 

the general impression is similar with the minor beneficiary group but with more outliers: the 

Netherlands, Denmark, Italy Austria and Luxembourg. An important difference can be observed 

between the two groups by the dispersal of the MS along the horizontal axis: major beneficiary 

countries are much more ‘compressed’, with positions between 4% and 14%., with the exception of 

Estonia. The respective range is much broader for members of the minor beneficiary group, from 

less than 10% (Italy) to over 35% (the Netherlands).  

 

Figure 4 displays that countries in the Developing innovation systems group, all with relatively 

modest RDI expenditures share in the current MFF, are concentrated in the area of the +5pp to -

5pp extent of change. MS in the Public policy led group have similarly modest share of RDI 

expenditures but the range of changes, in each case a decline, is broader than in the former group. 

Countries in the Strongly developed group have the broadest dispersal on both axes. In this group 

the most spectacular aspect is the large extent of changes, from almost + 18pp (the Netherlands) 

to below -10pp (Austria and Slovenia). 
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Figure 3 / The share of RDI expenditures in total cohesion policy related expenditures in 

(2014-2020) and the extent of change in these shares between 2007-2013 and 2014-2020 
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Member States 
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Source: Richter (2018) p. 19-21. 
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Figure 4 / European innovation systems and the share of RDI expenditures in total cohesion 

policy related expenditures in (2014-2020) and the extent of change in these shares between 

2007-2013 and 2014-2020 
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United Kingdom    

Source: Richter (2018) p. 19-21 and Verspagen (2017) p. 18-19. 

 

1.3.4 Where does the policy work? Commitment 24/25 in the 

context of the European innovation systems 
 

Verspagen et al. (2017) provides an overview of individual commitments by type of actions.33 The 

first category is actions aimed at capabilities and interaction, the second at conditions and obstacles. 

Commitment 24/25 was allocated to the first group with 7 other commitments of the 34. (There are 

8 commitments in the second category, 19 commitments are placed in both groups).34  

 

                                                 
33  Verspagen et al. (2017) Table 7 p. 22. 
34  Ibid. 
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Concerning Commitment 24/25, providing ‘substantial financial resources’ for RDI from cohesion 

policy funds is clearly aimed at improving capabilities. Promoting smart specialisation strategy is 

targeted, both at Member State and regional level, at enhancing interaction of actors, especially 

with the help of the S3 internet platform. S3 is also contributing, indirectly, to improve the 

capabilities in broad areas of RDI. 

 

1.4 Smart specialisation and the weaknesses and strengths of 

the European innovation systems 
 

Next we rely on the description in Verspagen (2017) about the characteristic features of the 

individual groups of the European innovation systems and comment on how smart specialisation 

may influence the revealed weaknesses and strengths of the group concerned and/or individual 

countries in the group. 

 

(i) In the Strongly developed group we find highly developed MS (except for Slovenia) where the 

innovation system is well-developed and perform strongly in international comparison. MS in this 

group have a strongly innovative firm population at their core, and have various other functions that 

operate seamless with this firm population. Beyond these general strengths there are specific ones: in 

Germany science-based innovation is supported by public policy and strong universities and institutes 

sector that operates strongly related to business sector interests. In Austria, universities and institutes 

are especially industry-oriented, in Finland, business sector interests are in focus while in Denmark 

firms tend to be supply-chain driven innovators. In the UK the defence industry is a priority. The only 

explicit weakness is identified in the cases of Slovenia and Austria. The former tend to have a 

somewhat weak university system, in the latter public policy and the institute sector have a relatively 

weaker role.35  

 

Smart specialisation may be relevant in Slovenia and Austria fostering development in the above 

mentioned relatively weak areas. Concerning strengths, the most innovative features of S3, e.g. 

facilitation of world-class clusters, various form of cross-border cooperation may be helpful to 

maintain the outstanding innovative performance in this group, or supporting breakthroughs at 

the RDI frontier. 

 

(ii) The main strength of the Public policy-led innovation systems is the well-functioning and active 

public policy in the RDI field. A major weakness is, however, the low innovation intensity in the 

business sector that necessitates improvement. There are also certain imbalances to report: Ireland, 

Latvia, Luxembourg and Malta have public policy focused on market-based innovation, while France 

and Lithuania have public interests and (semi-) public research in the focus of their efforts.36  

 

S3 can be especially helpful in those countries where the above mentioned imbalances – 

weaknesses – occur. Relying on the well-functioning and fully developed 

institutions/areas/methods S3 may help connect these with lagging areas ensuring an accelerated 

catching up for these areas. S3 may also facilitate further good performance – strength – of RDI 

related public policy. 

                                                 
35  Ibid. p. 18-19. 
36  Ibid p. 19. 
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(iii) In the Developing innovation systems group RDI is largely externally determined and it is 

characterized by supply-chain based innovation and external sourcing. This is a strength and a 

weakness, at the same time. Such RDI activities emerge here which, without external managerial and 

technical support and financing, would not have been feasible in that country. But good performance 

in the foreign sector quite often does not find a connecting point to domestic businesses or domestic 

innovation centres and remains isolated. The countries in this group could benefit from international 

technology diffusion, provided that their innovation systems possess the sufficient absorptive capacity. 

Public policy in this group often runs through (semi-)public research in the institutes sector, while the 

university system tends to be weakly developed.37  

 

S3 in this innovation group may be the most useful in contributing to the improvement of the 

domestic business sector’s and innovation cores’ absorptive capacity. A catching up of the lagging 

domestic/private sector would enable a better utilization of imported knowledge. 

 

(iiii) The strength of the Lagging behind group is that either supply chain driven or externally financed 

innovators are present. The main weakness in this group is the underperforming public policy.38  

 

Smart specialisation strategy may have the most useful impact in countries belonging to the 

Lagging behind group. Here the reserves for improvement are large, and S3 can catalyse this 

process, strengthening the cooperation among actors in the public sector first, then providing 

channels and procedures for bridging, on the one hand, the gap between domestic private and 

public innovators and, on the other hand, between domestic and externally driven innovators.  

 

1.5 Smart specialisation strategies and cohesion policy related 

expenditures for RDI – direct and indirect effects 
 

Commitment 24&25 addresses two fairly different issues: smart specialisation strategies and 

cohesion policy funding for RDI. These two issues are also treated differently in the approach 

applied in this sub-chapter. 

 

The requirement drafted in the commitment, namely the existence of cohesion policy regulations 

which secure sufficient resources for RDI, calls for action with clearly direct effects. An increased or 

at least sustained level of cohesion policy expenditures for RDI within the total cohesion policy 

funding directly influences RDI activities both at national and even more at regional level. External 

non-debt creating financing for RDI extends the scope of manoeuvre of the public, semi-public and 

private institutions and the business sector for initiating new or expanding already existing 

research programmes. This is especially important for those countries, typically less developed than 

the EU 28 average, which are members of either the Developing innovation systems or the Lagging 

behind group. Here the respective EU transfers help strengthen the originally weak public policy for 

RDI and/or enable the creation of parallel R&D structures, programmes and innovative products 

which either complement the supply-chain based innovation and/or open a window of opportunity 

for new initiatives in the field of RDI, being independent from the existing ones. Cohesion policy 

                                                 
37  Ibid.p. 19. 
38  Ibid.p. 19. 
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funding allows for the major beneficiary Member States to shorten the ‘long march’ to attain the 

status of being a member in the Strongly developed group of European innovation system. 

 

Ample resources, due, among others, to support from the EU budget, open up opportunities for 

beneficiaries but these in no way can guarantee an efficient utilization of the resources in the field 

of RDI. Raising efficiency is the other focus of Commitment 25&25. Smart specialization strategies 

were called into being and made compulsory via the Ex-ante Conditionality for each and every 

Member State and MS region. Before such strategies are in place access to RDI related resources 

from the EU budget by potential beneficiaries is prohibited. Existence of S3 is seen by the EU as a 

sort of guarantee for efficient use of RDI related expenditures.  

 

Better planning, up to date and innovative interaction of actors, all constituting the crux of S3, have 

the potential to improve efficiency of RDI but it is a potential which either will be exploited or not. 

A request for S3 strategies may formally be met, but without sincere ownership of them on the side 

of the actors involved they may remain only a promising initiative without proper implementation 

and follow up. Thus while the mandatory character of S3 represents a direct effect, everything else 

what follows after the formal acknowledgement of the existence of such strategies will have an 

indirect effect. Depending on the readiness of the actors involved efficiency innovation may, but 

not necessary will, improve with the help of S3. 

 

1.6 Policy recommendations 
 

Research, development and innovation have been a key priority of the EU cohesion policy, and it 

will remain that in the post-2020 MFF as well.39 But RDI is, as mentioned already in an earlier 

section of this paper, only one of the many different legitimate targets of cohesion policy. The 

actors involved here are national and regional governments which, within the constraints set, are 

free to decide about the proportion between the various allocation targets. 

 

This ‘obstacle’ to more spending on RDI from the structural funds cannot be removed: relatively 

free choice among legitimate targets is an indispensable constituent of the EU’s cohesion policy. A 

possible improvement can be found not at the level of facts but through a shift of the perspective 

from which spending for RDI is seen. Instead of setting the target at cohesion policy level, and 

especially instead of focusing on expenditures from the ERDF, a more holistic approach is 

proposed. This approach would scrutinise the overall expenditures by MS and regions for RDI, 

summarising such expenditures from all relevant chapters of the EU budget. That could provide a 

more reliable picture of the overall dedication of individual MS and regions to research, 

development and innovation. Nevertheless, the realisation of this shift in perspective will be 

everything but easy, the methodological problems to overcome are considerable. 

 

The S3-related Ex-ante Conditionality clearly helped the policy to work towards the improvement 

of the efficiency of cohesion policy expenditures in the field of smart specialisation. The question is, 

what can be taken over of this Ex-ante Conditionality to the next MFF? The establishment of S3 will 

not be an issue, as it must have existed for years now. An update and further development of S3 

would be important, but that should not be the subject of a new Ex-ante Conditionality. Other 

                                                 
39  European Commission (2018). 
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types of incentives should be devised. In any case, measuring progress in that field has always been 

and will remain a problem. 

 

1.7 Conclusions 
 

For analysing the actors’ role in S3 we distinguished primary, secondary and tertiary actors. Primary 

actors are governments, both MS national and regional governments. Since the launch of the 2014-

2020 MFF smart specialisation is not something for which national and regional governments of 

Member States may opt to volunteer or not. Article 19 of the Common Provisions introduced the 

Ex-ante Conditionality. Existence of S3 is precondition to access RDI related ESI funds. The 

European Commission also is primary actor both as initiator and supervisor of the Ex-ante 

Conditionality and as the actor which called into being and financially supports the operation of 

the S3 internet platform. The genuine subjects of S3 are research- and higher education institutes 

and firms. These secondary actors implement those actions which were enabled through facilitation 

by primary actors. However, contrary to primary actors, secondary actors indeed volunteer to 

participate. Tertiary actors are the involved citizens, the ultimate beneficiaries of S3-related 

research and innovation generated services and products. Thinking ‘out of the box’ is the essence 

of S3, therefore unconventional partnerships of actors easily emerge within and across the above 

classification borders, just as within and across regional and national borders.  

 

Whether ‘substantial financial resources’ will be made available for RDI related expenditures from 

EU cohesion policy related funds is determined by two things. First, via the regulatory environment 

established by the EU and consisting of elements like Ex-ante Conditionality referring to S3, or 

investment priorities with prescribed minimum shares for expenditure groups for various groups of 

MS. Second, as long as a certain degree of free choice between eligible expenditures across various 

thematic areas prevail, the actual RDI related expenditures will be the result of a bargaining process 

between and within various levels of governance, with the main actor EU institutions, national 

government institutions, regional/local level institutions. Here decisions represent a compromise 

between several actors of an enormous diversity of interests.  

 

We found important differences between potential S3 effectiveness across the various European 

innovation systems. In countries of the Strongly developed group, up to date and comprehensive 

forms of national and regional development strategies may have appeared much earlier than the 

promotion of S3 became a priority in the EU. That means that the positive impact via S3 may be 

comparatively smaller than in the other, less developed type of innovation systems. In Member 

States of the Public policy led and the Developing innovation systems groups there is ample space 

for substantial improvement. These systems are both one-sided: in countries of the former group 

high level public policy led innovation prevails in co-existence with weak business sector 

innovation. In the countries belonging to the latter group there is a satisfactorily developed public 

sector but the business sector innovation is one-sidedly determined from abroad. In both groups 

appropriate public sector policy may, with the help of S3 practices, achieve substantial progress in 

improving parameters of business sector innovation. The potential for a substantial improvement is 

principally the largest in the Lagging behind group, relying on the advantage of latecomers. 

Nevertheless in the countries of this group public policy concerning innovation is underdeveloped, 

that means the catalyst role in initiating S3 practices, what is expected from public policy, cannot 

be easily realized. 
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The change in the share of RDI expenditures in total cohesion policy expenditures in the MFF 

2014-2020 (projections) over the previous MFF 2017-2013 (facts) reflect to what extent one of the 

goals of Commitment 24&25 has been achieved. The results are not encouraging. The majority, i.e. 

21 of the 28 MS plans to spend relatively less for RDI than in the earlier MFF. In the smaller circle of 

countries (7) with increasing share of payments for RDI minor beneficiary (highly developed) MS 

are more strongly represented than the major beneficiary MS (relatively less developed) countries. 

Of the seven countries where expenditures for RDI are planned to be increased (in relative terms) 

there are only members from the Strongly developed and Developing innovation system groups, 

while all members of the Public policy led and the Lagging behind groups are in the circle of MS 

where relatively less is planned to be spent on RDI from the cohesion policy related EU transfers. 

Of the 7 MS which plan to increase their respective RDI expenditures, Hungary, Cyprus and 

Bulgaria, which belong to the group Developing innovation systems group, spend a low share of 

their total cohesion policy related expenditures on RDI, from 4 to 10%, in both MFF periods; true, 

this small share will be increasing between the two MFF periods. Belgium, Germany, Finland and 

the Netherlands, from the Strongly developed group, are all turning a remarkable high share of their 

cohesion policy related expenditures on RDI, from around 15% (Belgium) to over 30% (Finland). 

Even the relatively smallest RDI expenditures share in this group is higher than the largest share in 

the other innovation system group. 

 

Concerning the extent of change in the RDI share between the two MFF periods, countries in the 

Developing innovation systems group, all with relatively modest RDI expenditures share in the 

current MFF, are concentrated in the range of +5pp to -5pp change. MS in the Public policy led 

group have a similarly modest share of RDI expenditures. The range of changes is however broader 

than in the former group. In the Strongly developed group the most spectacular aspect is the wide 

range of changes, from almost + 18pp (the Netherlands) to below -10pp (Austria and Slovenia). 

The requirement drafted in the Commitment, namely that Member States should further commit 

sufficient resources for research and innovation calls for action with clearly direct effects. An 

increased or at least sustained level of cohesion policy expenditures for RDI within the total 

cohesion policy funding directly influences RDI activities both at national and even more at 

regional level.  

 

Better planning, up to date and innovative interaction of actors, all constituting the crux of S3,  

have the potential to improve efficiency of RDI but it is a potential which either will be exploited or 

not. A request for S3 strategies may formally be met, but without sincere ownership of the 

strategies on the side of the actors involved they may remain only a promising initiative without 

proper implementation and follow up. Thus while the mandatory character of S3 represents a direct 

effect, everything else what follows after the formal acknowledgement of the existence of such 

strategies will have an indirect effect. Depending on the readiness of the actors involved, efficiency 

of innovation may, but not necessary will, improve with the help of S3. 

 
While RDI enjoys high priority in the cohesion policy, it is only one of the many different legitimate 

targets of that policy. MS and regions, within the constraints set, are free to decide on the various 

allocation targets. The policy recommendations suggest a new perspective from which RDI-related 

expenditures are seen. Instead of focusing on RDI expenditures from the ERDF, a more holistic 

approach is proposed. This approach would scrutinise the overall expenditures by MS and regions 
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for RDI, summarising such expenditures from all respective chapters of the EU budget. That could 

provide a more reliable picture of the overall dedication of individual MS and regions to research, 

development and innovation. 

 

An update and further development of S3 in the next MFF would be important, as S3 proved to be 

a useful tool in making the cooperation between involved actors more efficient and innovative. But 

making S3 again the subject of an Ex-ante Conditionality would not be expedient. Other types of 

incentives (less of a stick and more of a carrot) are proposed to be devised. In any case, measuring 

progress in that field has always been and will remain a challenge. 
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2. Commitment 26: Launch a Social Innovation Pilot; 

promote social innovation in European Social Fund 
 

by Berenike Ecker, CSI 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

A couple of actions of the “Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union” flagship initiative 

explicitly focus on the support for social innovation. In the communication COM (2010) 546 from 

the European Commission on the Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative, “Social Innovation” is identified 

as “an important new field which should be nurtured” (European Union, 2010:21). According to the 

explanations in the document, social innovation is about learning more about new ways of meeting 

social needs which are not sufficiently met by the market or the public sector. Moreover, people 

should get empowered through social innovation, as well as new so social relationships and 

models of collaboration should be created. Hence, social innovation is classified as innovative in 

itself and good for society's capacity to innovate (European Union, 2010:21). 

 

However, in the communication a challenging aspect of social innovation is taken up as well. While 

the number of new and good ideas is quite high, social innovations are not yet producing the 

impact that they should. “There must be more support for experimentation. Approaches that have 

clear advantages over current practice then need to be scaled up and disseminated. To achieve this, 

competent intermediaries, effective incentives and networks speeding up and facilitating mutual 

learning are needed.” (European Union, 2010:21). Specific initiatives of the Innovation Union 

flagship initiative should focus on the realisation of these objectives. 

 

One of it, Commitment 26, is explicitly focused on social innovation. Objectives of this 

Commitment, entitled ‘Launch a Social Innovation Pilot; promote social innovation in European 

Social Fund’, comprise (EC, DG Research and Innovation – R&I, 2015: 77-78):  

 

 the establishment of the SI pilot action – as a basis for a European Social Innovation Policy; 

 

 the establishment of funding mechanisms for funding social and public-sector innovators 

throughout the innovation cycle, by embedding a social innovation approach; 

 

 the establishment of capacities and support infrastructure in the EU Member States (MS) that 

assist public administrations and stakeholder organisations in raising awareness of the value of 

social innovation; as well as  

 

 embedding support for social and public-sector innovation in the ‘Innovation Union’ Flagship 

Initiative through the new ‘Innovation Partnerships’. 

  

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/


 

D6-3 | Integration in the Eco-System 

 

www.i3u-innovationunion.eu Page 27 of 72 This project has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement No 645884.    

 

 

The aim of this report was to analyse where the policy of Commitment 26 works. This included the 

identification of the actors involved and a detailed discussion of  

 

 their capabilities, 

 their interaction, and  

 prevailing conditions and obstacles in this system of actors.  

 

Due to the lack of reliable data, three out of seven initiatives of Commitment 26 have been used 

for the impact assessment (see D6-2 I3U Project). Based on data/findings/insights/results of the 

impact assessment the reflection also focused on the three initiatives, namely:  

 

 the European Union Programme for Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI),  

 

 the two networks of incubators for social innovation: Building a European Network of 

Incubators for Social Innovation (BENISI) and Transnational Network for Social Innovation 

Incubation (TRANSITION), and  

 

 the Social Innovation Europe Platform (SIE) (Ecker, 2018: 30).  

 

The reflection was done by member state groups, following the European innovation systems 

categorisation, and took into account 

 

 the roles of each relevant actor 

 

 what the data/findings say about weaknesses and strengths of innovation systems in the 

EU, and  

 

 the direct and indirect effects of the analysed policies. 

 

2.2 Introducing the used actor categories 
 

As shown in the bulleted list above, the reflection on the question where the policy works, is 

strongly connected with the involved actors and actor groups in the selected initiatives. As 

presented in Table 1 below, the identified actors and actor groups correspond to the categorisation 

of Verspagen et al. (2016: 7) to a wide extent. But three new categories have been added: first, 

social services & institutions and social partners. Both actor categories are mainly relevant in the 

context of EaSI. Second, the category non-governmental organisations (for example including not 

for profit organisations, foundations, consultant organisations) which is important in the context of 

EaSI, BENISI&TRANSITION and SIE. 
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Table 1 / Actor categories and functions 

 

Actor category Functions 

Education institutes, especially 

higher education 

 Providing education and undertaking research 

 Assimilating external knowledge  

Semi-public and public 

research institutes 

 Undertaking research 

 Assimilating external knowledge and addressing societal 

needs 

Firms  Undertaking innovation 

 Generating economic value added 

Governments (including inter-

governmental organisations)  

 Facilitating and stimulating firms, organising and funding 

education and research, providing regulation and legislation 

 Influencing system performance, leveraging innovation for the 

public good 

Finance sector  Providing funding to innovative firms  

 Risk allocation and sharing 

Consumers  Buying innovative products and services 

 Providing ultimate choice about rate and direction of 

innovation  

Social services & institutions  Creating more effective organisations, build stronger 

communities, and promote equality and opportunity.  

Social partners  Participation in legislation, administration, jurisdiction and 

social policy. 

Non-governmental 

organisations (e.g. not for 

profit organisations, 

foundations, consultant 

organisations) 

 Wide range of activities in different policy fields – depending 

on their objectives.  

Source: Verspagen et al., 2016, p. 7, extend on the basis of own analyses; 

 

2.3 Reflection referring to EaSI 
 

2.3.1 Where the policy works 
 

The EaSI Programme, managed directly by the EC (DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion – 

EMPL), is one of the four financial instruments in the area of employment and social affairs in the 

current EU funding period 2014-2020. Financial support of the programme is to focus on the 

promotion of high-quality and sustainable employment, the guarantee of adequate and decent 

social protection, the combat against social exclusion and poverty and the improvement of working 

conditions (EC, DG EMPL, EaSI Programme). In the regulation, establishing the EaSI-programme, 

social innovations are defined as innovations that are social both as to their ends and their means 

and in particular those which relate to the development and implementation of new ideas (on 

products, services and models) that simultaneously meet social needs and create new social 

http://www.i3u-innovationunion.eu/


 

D6-3 | Integration in the Eco-System 

 

www.i3u-innovationunion.eu Page 29 of 72 This project has received funding from the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement No 645884.    

 

relationships or collaborations, thereby benefiting society and boosting its capacity to act 

(European Parliament and Council, 2013: point 4 and art.2 point 5). Social innovations should be 

tested through project-based social policy experimentation on a small scale, which allows policy-

makers and other relevant actors to gather evidence on their feasibility (European Parliament and 

Council, 2013: point 4 and art.2 point 6). By financing social policy experimentation, the EaSI- 

programme is expected to help EU Member States identify and analyse innovative solutions and 

scale up their practical implementation, so as to assist, where necessary, EU Member States in 

increasing the efficiency of their labour markets and further improving their social protection and 

inclusion policies (EC, DG EMPL, 2017a: 37). 

 

Up to now, the European Commission (DG EMPL) released eight reports presenting examples of 

EaSI-funded projects. All in all, 158 EaSI-funded projects have been collected (EC, DG EMPL, 2014-

18, Report I-VIII), which were used for a detailed analysis. In terms of the European countries, where 

EaSI-financed projects have been implemented, Figure 1 below shows that project partner 

(including lead partner) organisations of the analysed projects are located in all 28 EU countries. 

However, the intensity of their involvement differs strongly across countries and some 

concentration of partner organisations (50 and more) in only six EU member states can be 

observed. (EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Reports I-VIII). 

 

Figure 1 / Distribution of EaSI partner organisations in the EU 

 

 
Source: Own illustration, data source: EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Reports I-VIII 
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Most of the activities as implemented by the three EaSI axes focus on different actors. This results 

from the different directions of the three axes: the PROGRESS axes aims to support the 

modernisation of employment and social policies, the European Employment Services – EURES - 

aims to improve geographic mobility of jobseekers and employers in the EU, and the Microfinance 

and Social Entrepreneurship, which aims to improve access to finance for vulnerable people, micro- 

and social enterprises by providing funding for financial intermediaries and capacity building of 

relevant actors (EC, DG EMPL, 2017a:9) 

 

The distribution of actors which are involved in the implementation of EaSI projects, are presented 

in figure 2 below.  

 

Figure 2 / Distribution of actors in EaSI projects 

 

 
Source: Own illustration, data source: EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Reports I-VIII 

 

2.3.1.1 Capabilities of actors 

 

The organisations funded by EaSI (listed in Annex 1), as well as most of the actors of the 158 

collected projects are highly institutionalised. Even though a detailed description of capabilities 

could not be investigated, information on the activities which have been implemented by the 

funded organisations is available. According to the 8th report “Projects and organisations funded by 

the European Union – Programme for EaSI” (DG EMPL, 2018:32) such activities comprise: 

 

 the support for the EC in the development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 

initiatives undertaken toward the policy objectives of the Europe 2020 Strategy; 

 

 the support for stakeholders’ involvement in the policy process, including voicing the 

concerns and expectations of organisations facilitating access for (potential) entrepreneurs 

from disadvantaged and under-represented groups and social enterprises to finance; 

 

 providing data and a strong evidence base on policy developments and trends as well as 

collecting relevant information about citizens’ concerns and good practices in the social 
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policy field in the Member States, to contribute to better policy-making. 

 

Consequently, the organisations funded by EaSI need to be capable in:  

 

 advising policy planning, 

 providing evidence-based analysis in support of decision making, 

 quantitative and qualitative research methods, 

 advising policy planning, 

 facilitating and coordinating networks, 

 providing management support. 

 

2.3.1.2 Interaction between actors  

 

Sometimes, the EaSI programme requires specific actor constellations. For example, partnership 

building between Public Employment Services (PES) is a specific objective of EaSI. Thus, specific 

calls for proposals and/or tenders are exclusively addressed to PES institutions. Similar 

specifications apply to trade unions and governments which determine their form of interaction on 

the project level as well (EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Reports I-VIII).  

 

The collected and analysed projects which have been implemented through the EURES-axes mainly 

involve governments or social service providers as project coordinators. Even though the reports 

comprise only a selection of EaSI-funded projects, the number of cases (n = 158) is big enough to 

draw the following conclusions which apply not to all, but to most of the implemented EaSI-funded 

projects during the currently running funding period (EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Reports I-VIII): 

 

 a project partnership consists of approximately six partners from three different countries; 

 about 80% of the funded projects consist of at least two or more partners. 

 

2.3.1.3 Conditions and obstacles in the system 

 

Whereas little can be said about conditions, some findings can be presented in the context of 

obstacles, which have been taken up in the public consultation on the EaSI programmes mid-term 

evaluation (carried out between 10/2016 and January 2017). Recommendations, which have been 

provided in the consultation, are to some extent contradictory to the picture which is formed 

through the study of the project reports. For instance, the public consultation report critically 

remarked that “specific groups have not been involved yet – for example, target group organisations 

(youth, migrants, Roma, disabled people, jobseekers, unemployed and employers), local/regional 

authorities, local employment services/agencies, social partners and civil society organisations.” (EC, 

DG EMPL, 2017d: 7). However, the stakeholder-specific information provided in Annex 1 

demonstrates that most of the mentioned groups are (in any case since 2016) actively involved in 

EaSI. In addition, it was recommended “to cooperate more closely with the Microfinance Centre and 

the European Microfinance Network for the creation of future projects” (EC, DG EMPL, 2017d: 7). 

However, such cooperation has already taken place, at least since 2016.  
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2.3.2 Reflection on what the data and results of the impact 

assessment have to say about the roles by each of the 

actors 
 

In the context of the roles of the different actors in EaSI-funded projects, it can be concluded that 

all actors categorised in Annex 1, take over “consuming” (see actor category “consumers” in table 

1) roles in the sense of being members of project partnerships. In contrast, target groups of, for 

example, new policy interventions are often (in a way) socially excluded. Typical groups, at which 

EaSI-funded objectives are targeted, include: (young/elderly) unemployed people (with migrant 

background), people with low qualification level, people with disabilities and other disadvantages 

(PWDD), etc. (EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Report I-VIII).  

 

In addition, the EaSI programme has a central role to play in promoting the involvement of civil 

society (as providers of measures but also as consumers). Using the EaSI wording, “key EU-level 

NGO networks” (see actor category “non-governmental organisations” in table 1) are financially 

supported by the programme with the aim to boost their capacity to participate in and influence 

decision-making and policy implementation at both EU and national levels.  

 

2.3.3 Reflection on what the data and results of the impact 

assessment have to say about weaknesses or strengths of 

the innovation systems in the EU 
 

Before starting with the reflection following the innovation systems groups in the EU (Verspagen et 

al., 2017; 18-19), it is necessary to say that the relevance of geography is in a way relativised, as 48 

EaSI partner organisations are not assigned to a particular European country but to the European 

Union as a whole.  

 

A closer look at the list of the geographical distribution of EaSI partner organisations (see Figure 3 

below) shows that the participation of 111 Italian-based organisations (the average number of 

participating organisations per country is 13) in EaSI projects makes Italy (member of the “public 

policy led” innovations systems group) the leader of the European Union. In addition, it is 

observable that the “strongly developed” or the “public policy-led” group member countries are 

intensely represented the in the top third of the ranking. Following the description of Verspagen et 

al. (2017: 18-19), public policy for innovation is relatively better developed in the countries of these 

two groups. These attributes fit with the information, which have been collected in terms of the 

involved actors in the projects. Public and/or semi-public actors are represented quite well in the 

context of the implementation of EaSI-funded initiatives (see figure 2). With respect to the 

distribution of actors in EaSI-funded projects, it is also noticeable that only about 1% of all 

participating organisations are firms (for-profit oriented). So, the feature that “strongly developed” 

members have a strongly innovative firm population at their core (Verspagen et al., 2017: 18) 

seems to be less relevant in the context of the EaSI funding framework. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that members of the strongly developed and public policy developed groups seem to 

be more able to benefit from the EaSI programme than members of the other European innovation 

systems groups. Most of all top five countries (excepting Belgium), benefitting from the EaSI 
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programme, belong to the economically strongest countries from the EU. Economic strength 

maybe results in advantages in the competition of EaSI funding. But the investigations did not offer 

information which underlines this observation.  

 

Figure 3 / Distribution of EaSI partner organisations in the EU 

 

 
Source: Own illustration, data source: EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Reports I-VIII 
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2.4 Reflection referring to BENISI and TRANSITION 
 

Between 2013 and 2016, a pilot action on networks of incubators for social innovation was 

implemented to support two network projects (“Building a European Network of Incubators for 

Social Innovation” – BENISI - and “Transnational Network for Social Innovation Incubation” – 

TRANSITION) aimed at assessing, supporting and scaling up social innovations in Europe (EC, DG 

Research and Innovation, 2015: 79). In contrast to the concept of ‘mainstreaming’, ‘scaling’ is less 

concerned with policy making and the public promotion of ‘best practice models’ but is more 

interested in network exchange between firms to multiply solutions that work (Moulaert et al., 

2017: 38).  

 

Both network projects have been supported with EUR 1 million per year. The central aim of the 

action was the assessment, provision, support and the scaling up of hundreds of local social 

innovations across Europe as well as their dissemination to other regions in Europe (EC, DG R&I, 

2015: 79).  

 

Reflections, presented in the following sub-chapters, are only possible for BENISI initiatives, 

where more detailed information on case-level could be collected. 

 

2.4.1 Where the policy works 
 

Through BENISI, 303 actors (so-called “practitioners” using the word of the two projects), who 

designed and tentatively implemented socially innovative initiatives across Europe, were assisted in 

scaling up their initiatives (i-propeller, 2016: 2). Furthermore, via TRANSITION 304 social 

innovations received support for the scaling up of socially innovative initiatives (Reynolds and 

Gabriel, 2016: 35). Following the classification of the Innovation Union commitments in the context 

of innovation systems (Verspagen et al., 2017: 22), the actions of Commitment 26 were aimed at 

capabilities and interactions. Both measures are explicitly focused in the following sub-chapters 

2.4.1.1 and 2.4.1.2. In terms of innovation systems can be summarised that member countries of 

the strongly developed group have been stronger in the focus of actions of, one the network, 

namely BENISI, than the other innovation system groups. So it can be concluded that the already 

good developed capabilities and interactions of the members of this group have been further 

developed. Probably, the imbalances between the different innovation system groups have even 

been accentuated.  

 

Following the actor categorisation, defined in table 1, “firms”and “non-governmental 

organisations” might be the most appropriate definition for the practitioners who asked for receive 

support for moving their developed idea from one country to another, thereby increasing its 

impact to better address the social need or problem it seeks to address (Moulaert et al., 2017: 38). 

 

Most of the (BENISI)-initiatives are led by micro enterprises (less than 10 employees), operating in 

the private sector (firms) or not for profit sector (i-propeller, 2016: 17-18). Only a small amount 

(around 5%) of the initiatives seemed to be publicly driven (with governmental institutions as 
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project leaders or primary stakeholders)40. The authors of the BENISI final report conjecture that 

this is due to the fact that the public sector is not driven by the entrepreneurial mind-set or the 

willingness to grow or to scale up in other countries as it is seen in the private sector (i-propeller, 

2016: 16). 

 

2.4.1.1 Capabilities of actors 

 

The BENISI final report emphasises that the network of incubators – such as BENISI - constitutes a 

large pool of tested knowledge and contacts. Nonetheless, only a few of the involved firms were 

capable enough to activate and leverage the network to best fit their needs. The capabilities of 

actors were very much associated with social astuteness. These firms were able to absorb and 

quickly respond to the special insights and personalised information shared. Therefore, the 

following skills seem to be fundamentally important (i-propeller, 2016: 22, following Ferris et al., 

2005): 

 

 being good in understanding the different actors within a network and/or beyond,  

 

 being good at sensing the motivations of these actors, 

 

 having a good intuition about how to present the own initiative and to influence these 

actors. 

 

2.4.1.2 Interaction between actors 

 

Representatives of both projects reported that peer interaction played a key role during the scaling 

up process, especially in terms of building networks and scaling up internationally (i-propeller, 

2016: 20; Reynolds und Gabriel, 2016: 34). A central finding from BENISI was the importance of 

having international networks in place in order to accelerate international scaling up. However, the 

identification of the right partner in the new context was not an easy task. 95% of the BENISI firms 

and non-governmental organisations were open to partnering, yet only 40% actually followed a 

partnering scaling trajectory of which 69% were successfully scaled up (i-propeller, 2016: 20). 

Within both projects concrete methods for peer support (e.g. project reviews, facilitated 

discussions, optimising physical space to facilitate peer interaction), networking (e.g. facilitated 

networking, introductions to external partners, online collaboration) and additional support options 

(e.g. business coaching) were developed (i-propeller, 2016: 11; Reynolds und Gabriel, 2016: 30). As 

concerns methods and tools, it also became clear that not every tool could meet the needs of 

every actor group. Especially public-sector organisations have specific resources and restrictions 

that present challenges to be solved for obtaining an effective scale-up, such as the limitation of 

their engagement to a clearly defined territory and the general orientation of their activities, which 

are often focused on supplying social services and support initiatives instead of working through 

demand-driven markets. This occasionally leads to offer-demand mismatches (i-propeller,  

2016: 23).  

 

                                                 
40  http://www.benisi.eu/cases 
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2.4.1.3 Conditions and obstacles in the system 

 

Some gaps in terms of obstacles were identified on the supply side, especially the specific expertise 

needed to support micro enterprises, such as human resources, governance, investment readiness, 

funding etc. A couple of enterprises needed extensive support to improve of these areas of 

expertise. For instance, most of the firms and non-governmental organisations were not well 

informed about different types of financing and available financial opportunities available in the 

market. In addition, the supervised enterprises needed intensive support to improve their business 

proposals and to successfully present the proposal to a potential investor (i-propeller, 2016: 22-23). 

Through BENISI, pro bono partnerships with consulting companies could be arranged. 

Nonetheless, some of the enterprises still could not afford services of these consulting companies. 

(i-propeller, 2016: 22-23). This may lead to the conclusion that a couple of enterprises had only 

little equity capital which could be used for investments.  Probably, it should have been made 

clearer at the start of co-operations with firms and non-governmental organisations what the 

necessary requirements for receiving support for scaling up initiatives are. Having enough equity 

capital may be such a requirement. Moreover, the form of “management support” which was 

offered through BENISI was crucially important, but still not sufficient for most of the affected 

enterprises.  

 

2.4.2 Reflection on what the data and results of the impact 

assessment have to say about the roles by each of the 

actors 
 

In both projects, firms and non-governmental organisations (according to the actor categorisation 

in table 1), who designed and implemented socially innovative initiatives across Europe, were 

assessed in scaling up their initiatives. In case of the BENISI-initiatives, the firms and non-

governmental organisations were micro enterprises, operating in the private or not for profit 

sector, in case of TRANSITION a more specified actor description could not be investigated, but the 

BENISI description should also be applicable for the TRANSITION actors. In principle, the firms and 

non-governmental organisations acted according to the primary functions of firms and non-

governmental organisations, defined by Verspagen et al. (2016: 7) and the author. These functions 

comprise among others: undertaking innovation and generating economic value. The involved 

firms and non-governmental organisations fulfilled and even further developed these functions in 

cooperation with “knowledge providers”, the implementing organisations of the two projects. In 

terms of the Verspagen et al. (2016: 7), the implementing organisations were mainly semi-public 

and public research institutes and non-governmental organisations (including consultant 

organisations). Moreover, it became clear that they did not just provided knowledge, but also 

gathered new knowledge which can be defined as basis for creating added value for the actors of 

the implementing organisations.  
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2.4.3 Reflection on what the data and results of the impact 

assessment have to say about weaknesses or strengths of 

the innovation systems in the EU 
 

As illustrated in Figure 4 below, Italy leads the ranking with 86 BENISI-initiatives. The second and 

third place go to Belgium (47 initiatives) and the United Kingdom (45 initiatives).  

 

What else became obvious as already mentioned is that six of the “top-ten” countries in the 

ranking belong to the “strongly developed” group (Belgium, United Kingdom, then Netherlands/34 

initiatives, Sweden/32 initiatives, Austria/23 initiatives and Germany 5 initiatives), two to the “public 

policy-led” (the leading country Italy and France/25 initiatives) and two to the “developing 

innovation systems” group (Spain/22 initiatives and Romania/13 initiatives). Member countries of 

the “strongly developed” innovation systems group have a strongly developed firm population. As 

mentioned in chapter 2.4.1, most of the BENISI-initiatives are led by micro enterprises, operating in 

the private or not for profit sector (i-propeller, 2016: 17-18). So, it can be concluded that the 

strongly developed firm population in the “strongly developed” innovation systems group member 

countries provided a solid basis for the launch and development of BENISI-initiatives, based in 

these countries.  

 

However, being a member of the “strongly developed” group is no guarantee for a strong 

engagement in BENISI. The remaining member counties of the “strongly developed” group 

(Germany, Finland, Slovenia and Denmark) only implemented between 5 and 0 initiatives. So, even 

when the appropriate basis for the development of initiatives has been given, BENISI-driven 

activities failed to appear. Probably, similar opportunities have already been offered in sufficient 

scale in these countries. Possibly, the market has been saturated to a certain extent.  

 

What also seems to be interesting is the performance of organisations of countries of the “lagging 

behind” group. With four respectively three initiatives, the countries Poland, Estonia and Greece are 

only represented in the lower end of the ranking, but not completely at its end. Even though the 

initial conditions of practitioners based in the “lagging behind” group member countries were 

more difficult than in the “strongly developed” group, they were stil able to launch and develop 

initiatives. Maybe, the organisations based in the countries of the “lagging behind” group were 

able to gather external knowledge, competences and sourcing – aspects which need to be taken 

into account from practitioners of the “lagging behind” group in order to successfully develop and 

implement initiatives (Verspagen et al. (2017: 19).  
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Figure 4 / Distribution of BENISI initiatives in the EU 

 

 
Note: No information is provided from the countries Denmark, Latvia, Malta, Bulgaria, Czech Republic and Cyprus. From these countries 

no organisations were active in BENISI. 

Source: Own illustration, data source: http://www.benisi.eu/cases 
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2.5 Reflection referring to SIE and SIC 
 

The Social Innovation Europe Platform (SIE) was launched in 2011 as EC-funded project and ran 

until 2016. During the first years of its implementation, the project actions focused on the 

establishment of the SIE Platform (www.socialinnovationeurope.eu), the publication of reports and 

recommendations for social innovation actions (e.g. ‘Financing Social Impact. Funding social 

innovation in Europe – mapping the way forward’) and on hosting a series of events across Europe 

which brought social innovators together and built partnerships across countries and sectors 

(AEIDL and SIX, 2016: 3-6). Networking with the aim to achieve a broader perception of ‘social 

innovation’ in Europe and beyond, was the central pillar of SIE. The work done within SIE is 

currently continued and expanded through the project Social Innovation Community (SIC), funded 

under the Horizon 2020 programme. The central objective of SIC is to engage and connect with a 

diverse range of social innovation stakeholders and networks to create an inclusive social 

innovation community. As stated in the SIC project proposal, the SIC community “will reach out 

beyond the usual suspects to networks and stakeholders who work in the field of social innovation but 

do not necessarily self-identify with the multi-faceted and fast-evolving concept.” (SIC, 2015: 3-4). In 

fact, SIC should provide an integrated involvement of stakeholders of civil society, the private 

(enterprises) sector, the research and the public sector and the cross-linking of existing networks41. 

Hence, actors, their roles and their interactions with the SIC community and beyond are in the 

central focus of the currently still running SIC project. The reflection about where the policy works 

is the overall objective of D3.6. Due to the fact that more reflection material can be provided by the 

SIC project the analyses following below, is based on SIC.  

 

2.5.1 Where the policy works 
 

Following the classification of the Innovation Union commitments in the context of innovation 

systems (Verspagen et al., 2017: 22), the actions of Commitment 26 were aimed at capabilities and 

interactions. SIE and SIC are projects which mainly focus(ed) on building and developing 

capabilities and strengthening interactions. Due to both projects operate(d)  primarily on European 

level interpretations on innovation systems level are hardly possible.  

 

At the heart of the SIC project are eleven networks. An overview of the different networks is 

provided in Annex 2. Most of the networks listed in Annex 2 are located and active in different 

European countries, or even beyond. The different actors/actor groups listed in Annex 2 can be 

assigned to the expanded actor categorisation (Verspagen et al., 2016: 7), shown in Table 1.  

 

During the project implementation period, these eleven networks should receive support to remain 

dynamic and relevant and to grow in depth and breadth. Therefore, so called “network facilitators” 

play a crucial role within the SIC project (SIC, 2016: 2). A more detailed analysis of the network 

facilitators follows in the chapters 1.5.1.1 and 1.5.2.  

 

In addition, the network facilitators get support from the SIC project partner organisations. The 

responsibility for the implementation of the three-year lasting Horizon 2020-funded project is 

                                                 
41  https://www.siceurope.eu 
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divided between 12 European partner organisations, representing public research institutes or non-

governmental organisations42.  

 

Besides the strengthening of the eleven networks, the network facilitators and the SIC partner 

organisations should support public decision-makers and other stakeholders to work with social 

innovators more effectively in solving public challenges (SIC, 2016: 2).  

 

2.5.1.1 Capabilities of actors 

 

Following the description of the main SIC-tasks in the previous sub-chapter, it became apparent 

that the involved actors need to be well-trained in communicating, networking and coordinating. 

The importance of socially astuteness was already underlined in sub-chapter “2.4.1.1 Capabilities of 

actors”. The skills connected with social astuteness also play a crucial role for the SIC actors. In 

addition, the actors involved (facilitators and project partners) should be able to involve themselves 

in the activities focusing on socially innovative developments in Europe. The term “socially 

innovative” developments has been chosen deliberately since social innovation can also be 

identified in fields and settings, where this term is not in use. The SIC stakeholders are aware of this 

and therefore use the wording “unusual suspects” in this context (SIC, 2016: 3). With respect to 

capabilities this also means being capable to identify so called “unusual suspects”. However, this 

capability cannot just be studied but can only be gathered through a thorough analysis of the 

genesis of the Social Innovation Agenda of the EU and an active engagement in the community, 

since it is also an aim of SIC to pursue and further the development of the political and conceptual 

social innovation discourse.  

 

2.5.1.2 Interaction between actors 

 

More or less all activities of the SIC project focus on the interaction of representatives of different 

actors/actor groups. These include the organisation of on-site events (such as SIC roadshows, 

summer schools, “Hot-topic” workshops) but also online exchange, capacity building and 

participation options (such as the establishment of a SIC Learning Repository43 which includes tools 

and examples that help the involved networks (and the interested community)) to develop and 

reflect on own practices. One central aim of these activities is to support learning across the SIC 

networks in order to promote and diffuse a new social innovation culture44. The study of SIC-

documents and interviews showed that that interactions between the network facilitators and the 

SIC project partners are manifold and sustainably developed. The network facilitators coordinate 

four impact measurements which are implemented in form of questionings of the facilitated 

networks at regular intervals. The purpose is to support the SIC project in becoming sustainable, 

both during and beyond the end of its funding from the EC, in order to meet its overall objective of 

building an inclusive and interconnected community which helps to create a more favourable 

environment for social innovations to emerge, grow and develop across Europe. Following defined 

                                                 
42  https://www.siceurope.eu. 
43  https://www.siceurope.eu/learning-portal/welcome-sic-learning-repository 
44  https://www.siceurope.eu 
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“expected impacts”45, the network representatives are asked why this expected impact is relevant 

for their network, the assessment of progress in covered time period and the expected impacts in 

the next time period (Interview 1).  

 

2.5.1.3 Conditions and obstacles in the system 

 

Probably, the downside (in terms of obstacles), which is viewed by an interviewed SIC project 

partner, is the big dimension of this network of networks. The attempt to bring together and link 

manifold actors from different countries and backgrounds (on organisational/micro level but also 

on state/macro level) is not that easy in practice. Sometimes, the actors involved struggle not to 

get lost by being continuously faced with that much diversity. Defining lowest common 

denominators and keeping overall objectives in view is not only a matter of good will, these 

aspects are also influenced by differing and changing interests of networks and politics 

(Interview 1).  

 

2.5.2 Reflection on what the data and results of the impact 

assessment have to say about the roles by each of the 

actors 
 

As already explained in the sub-chapter “2.5.1.1 Capabilities of actors”, the most central actors 

within SIC are the network facilitators, the project partners and the 11 networks which are in the 

focus of services.  

 

The roles of the network facilitators and to some extent of the project partners, are closely 

connected with their responsibilities. As already touched upon in the sub-chapters 2.5.1 and 2.5.1.1 

above, mainly the facilitators fulfil network coordinating and stimulating roles, whereas stimulation 

is first of all important in terms of the intended growth of the networks. As stated by an 

interviewed representative of an SIC project partner (Interview 1) and following an explanation in 

the handbook for facilitators (SIC, 2016: 3), the network facilitators are responsible for:  

 

 growing and strengthening the networks through linking themselves into the networks,  

 

 co-crating activities with unusual suspects where possible, 

 

 being on the lookout for useful content and contacts for their fellow network facilitators 

 

 regularly asking the people in the own network about new people they have met, and who 

else could we reach out to. This should create a snowball effect leading the networks to find 

new people; 

 

 being continuously active with posts and contributions on the SIC website and the SIC 

Twitter account, 

                                                 
45  Two types of impacts are captured: 1.) Operational impacts of SIC during its lifetime which the project should achieve 

on its own. 2) Longer term strategic social innovation impacts which the project should be able to contribute to 

together with other social innovation initiatives. (Interview 1) 
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 developing a mindset that is focussed on constantly bringing in new people and expanding 

the networks.; 

 

In addition, the network facilitators are responsible for the cooperation and coordination with the 

project partner organisations. Some project partner organisations are also work package leaders. 

The contact with theses stakeholders is more intensive in order to offer them specific support to 

fulfil the aims of the different work packages (Interview 1, SIC, 2016: 3). They comprise research, 

experimentation, learning and strategy development and impact measurement46.  

 

2.5.3 Reflection on what the data and results of the impact 

assessment have to say about weaknesses or strengths of 

the innovation systems in the EU 
 

Putting the Social Innovation Community (SIC) in the context of the European Innovation Union 

systems is hardly possible because the specific EU Member States are less relevant in this network 

of networks of European and international initiatives and organisations. Following the information 

received from an interviewed SIC project partner, a stronger influence of UK-based organisations 

within the SIC consortium and with respect to the content-based orientation can be observed. 

Apart from that, the overall objective of SIC is the enlargement of the social innovation community. 

Actors and thematic issues are the main focal points in conjunction with the enlargement strategy 

(SIC, 2015: 3-4).  

 

2.6 Reflection referring to SIE and SIC Direct and indirect 

effects of EaSI, BENISI & TRANSITION and SIC 
 

The study of the eight EaSI reports about projects and organisations funded by EaSI underlines that 

the creation of jobs, the reduction of unemployment, the improvement of geographical job 

mobility, and the promotion of social inclusion, poverty reduction and access to finance are central 

objectives of EaSI. Moreover EaSI-funded actions aim at the delivery of new services, the 

assessment of existing policies and/or the development of new ones, and the exchange of good 

practices – for example – in the fields of microfinance and social entrepreneurship, social 

protection, posting of workers (EC, DG EMPL, 2014-18, Report I-VIII). The information provided in 

the reports can and should be understood as concrete action- und project-specific evidence of the 

achievement of these aims.  

 

Before focusing on the direct and indirect effects of EaSI in direct conjunction with the “Europe 

2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union”, a differentiation of EaSI aspects, which are relevant for 

the questions of this reflection, needs to be made. As explained in the beginning of this report, 

social innovation is identified as “an important new field which should be nurtured” in the Europe 

2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union (European Union, 2010:21, see also sub-chapter 2.1.). In 

this connection it was stressed that experimentation should be more supported, as social 

innovations are not yet producing the impact that they should (European Union, 2010:21, see also 
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sub-chapter 2.1.). EaSI should specifically contribute to that through the funding of project-based 

social policy experimentation. In fact, EU Member States are supported for identifying and 

analysing innovative solutions and scaling up their practical implementation. Consequently, the 

labour markets should be more efficient in the Member States, as well as the social protection and 

inclusion policies should be improved (European Parliament and Council 2013: point 4 and art.2 

point 6, EC, DG EMPL, 2017a: 37, see also sub-chapter 2.1.). But innovations, created through social 

policy experimentations, are still rather little known – even amongst the EaSI stakeholders, as the 

last available EaSI programme monitoring from 2016 shows. Only hardly more than half of the 

questioned EaSI stakeholders (56.5 %) were aware of social policy experimentation and the 

produced innovations (EC, DG EMPL, 2017a: 6). Therefore, it is less surprising that neither social 

policy experimentation nor the EaSI programme as such are prominently taken up by BENISI and 

TRANSITION, as well as SIE/SIC. Furthermore, drawing conclusions on the direct and indirect effects 

of piloting and experimentation is still a difficult issue. It is connected with the unanswered 

question how to capture the level of activity of social innovation in employment and social policy 

to better understand the role of social innovation in this field (Ahmed et al., 2017: 33).  

 

What can be concluded on basis of current knowledge is that agenda setting for social policy 

experimentation takes place at least since the start of the implementation of the EaSI programme 

(previously, some experiments have already been funded by the PROGRESS programme) and 

specific calls focusing on social policy experimentation. Nonetheless, at the moment, “only” 

empirical social researchers primary recognise these coordinated activities as useful instruments to 

produce novel policy options that are injected into official policymaking and then replicated on a 

larger scale, or even formally incorporated into national law.  

 

A concrete direct effect of BENISI and TRANSITION, the networks of incubators for social 

innovation, is the high motivation of the targeted community – co called practitioners – to 

consolidate and further scale up their activities. The two networks European Social Innovation 

Incubation Network (ESIIN)47and SIAN (Social Innovation Accelerators Network)48 are networking 

initiatives developed from TRANSITION and BENISI consortiums. Other potential direct and indirect 

effects of BENISI and TRANSITION were already subject of the Deliverable 6.2. For instance, the 

enhancement of the ‘scaling up’ culture in Europe is not only expected but also observed: 

Consortium partners of BENISI as well as SIAN members have been collaborating on the 

establishment of GSEN49, a network for support organisations in the field of social 

entrepreneurship. Furthermore, BENISI has actively contributed to shaping the policy debate on 

social innovation incubation through attending various public policy debates and elaborating on 

policy recommendations to the EC in this sector. The EC seems to sustain the initial efforts of 

BENISI through initiatives like the EASI call strand E, which reinforces the capacity of social 

enterprise support organisations (i-propeller, 2016: 30). This can be classified as indirect effect. 

Undoubtedly, a relevant direct effect of the two incubator projects is the involvement of its actors 

(practitioners who were assisted in scaling up their ideas across Europe) in the Social Innovation 

Community (SIC) (see annex 2).  

 

  

                                                 
47  http://transitionproject.eu/esiin/ 
48  http://www.benisi.eu/sian 
49  http://www.gsen.global 
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The most central direct effect of the Social Innovation Europe Platform (SIE) is the expanded 

continuation of this project in form of the Horizon 2020-funded site which has already been in the 

stronger focus of this reflection. As mentioned in sub-chapter “2.5 Reflection referring to SIE and 

SIC”, the central objective of SIC is to engage and connect with a diverse range of social innovation 

stakeholders and networks (which has been started under SIE) to create an inclusive social 

innovation community. The (direct/indirect) effects of SIC are currently very much in the focus of 

the partners of the SIC project. The SIC-actors try to identify a couple of intended effects of SIC 

which will be concluded by the end of 2018. Following the explanations of Domanski and Kaletka 

(2018: 7-15), SIC should become and remain:  

 

 an inclusive community which includes different sectors, various types of partners, policy 

fields and cross cutting themes, 

 

 a knowledge provider in terms of “Social Innovation” (up to now a well-developed social 

innovation systems concept is missing), 

 

 a learning community (on the one hand by focusing on other initiatives but also by 

gathering concrete tools and methodologies which are specifically relevant in the context of 

social innovation), 

 

 a community with infrastructures and spaces for experimentation,  

 

 a community with a mixed funding structure (European, national, regional), 

 

 an institutionalised social innovation community (in form of a European agency with an 

explicit focus on social innovation), 

 

 a community which contributes to a democratic culture through developing new ways of 

empowering citizens and giving them more responsibility for problem solving and enabling 

them to design and implement their own solutions. 

 

2.7 Concluding remarks and policy recommendations 
 

According to the Europe 2020 Flagship Initiative Innovation Union, social innovation is about 

learning more about new ways of meeting social needs which are not sufficiently met by the 

market or the public sector. Moreover, people should get empowered through social innovation, as 

well as new social relationships and models of collaboration should be created (European Union, 

2010:21). The analysis of the three selected initiatives of Commitment 26 shows that the initiatives 

have been implemented quite well in terms of these intentions. Remarkable in terms of direct 

effects is the establishment of follow-up networks:  

 

 The European Social Innovation Incubation Network (ESIIN) and the Social Innovation 

Accelerators Network (SIAN) resulted from BENISI & TRANSITION. 

 

 The Social Innovation Community (SIC) resulted from the Social Innovation Europe platform 

SIE.  
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Measurements of effects of the social policy experimentation instrument of the EaSI programme, 

which is most directly connected with social innovation, remains, however difficult. This is related to 

the still unclear role of social innovation in EU employment and social policy. A first step in terms of 

clarifying could be taken through a more intensive cooperation of the DGs, involved in the 

implementation of the selected initiatives of Commitment 26. Cooperation should start with the 

development of a common workingdefinition of social innovation (which could and should be 

further developed). Subsequently, the actors of the DGs should identify complementary and 

integrated cooperation potentials in realising the Innovation Union and Europe 2020 goals.  

 

Another recommendation affects actors – in fact, the stronger engagement of policy makers and 

the state. Especially in terms of EaSI, public actors are also in the focus of socially innovative 

initiatives. Nonetheless, charities, social enterprises and civil society have been strongly 

discoverable in the context of the analysed initiatives of Commitment 26. But the state is the key 

actor to spread social innovation in society as the only one able to guarantee that rights associated 

with social innovation experiences are recognized for all citizens (see also Addarii and Lipparini, 

2017: 35). So, if social innovation is expected to be useful for society as a whole, it should be more 

supported by public actors on Member State level.  

 

Finally, the idea of establishing a “European Institute for Social Innovation” (Hubert, 2018: 214-217) 

or an “EU Social Innovation Agency” (Addarii and Lipparini, 2017:37-39) follows in terms of 

recommendations. As illustrated very concretely in Commitment 26, the wave of social innovation 

in European policies was entailed by governance instruments. Moreover, capacities and facilities 

(e.g. the EaSI programme) and capacity building instruments (incubators and networks like BENISI 

and TRANSITION, SIC, etc.) have been put in place. Some are embedded to stay, some will 

disappear. But for a sustainable European effort to further develop social innovation on the level of 

governance instruments, capacities, facilities as well as research, a stable structure is crucial. Based 

on considerations of Hubert (2018) this “European Institute for Social Innovation” or “EU Social 

Innovation Agency” should work autonomously. The knowledge on social innovation in Europe has 

been developed over the years. It also became evident that an appropriate monitoring and 

measurement of the complex social innovation concept and corresponding objectives requires 

adequate resources. Moreover, the strengthening of networks and the experiment-driven 

exploration into areas beyond traditional policy making could be better managed and coordinated 

through a small and responsive institute than many different administrative frameworks (Hubert, 

2018: 216). In former years, the need to recognise social innovation with a single definition seemed 

a condition for its success. In the meantime, research and practice have resulted in a complex 

picture of different types of social innovations. The claim to devise a more delimited definition of 

social innovation will remain important. Nonetheless, a broader definition can be identified as 

strength in terms of offering variety. The accomplishment of the further theoretical evolvement of 

the concept could also be laid in the hands of such an institute.  
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Appendices 
Annex 1 / EaSI-supported organisations in 2016 

Organisation Policy area Actor 

category 

Implementation / 

participating countries 
Caritas Europa Social inclusion and poverty reduction NGO Caritas Europa members in 46 countries 

The European Social 

Network (ESN) 

Social Protection and social inclusion Social services & 

institutions 

ESN members in 35 countries 

EUROCITIES Reinforcing the role of local and 

municipal governments 

Governments EUROCITIES member cities in 39 countries 

Eurochild Improving the quality of life of 

children and young people 

NGO 165 organisations and individuals in 33 

countries 

EuroHealthNet Health and health equity Social services & 

institutions 

Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 

Denmark, England, Finland, France, 

Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, 

Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 

Wales 

The European Federation of 

National Organisations 

Working with the Homeless 

(FEANTSA) 

Tackling homelessness and its effects Social services & 

institutions 

Over 130 member organisations in 30 

countries, including 28 EU Member States. 

SOLIDAR Social policy, international 

cooperation, education, migration 

NGO Over 60 member organisations in 27 

countries, of which 22 are EU countries 

European Association of 

Service Providers for 

Persons with Disabilities 

(EASPD) 

Promoting equal opportunities for 

people with disabilities 

Social services & 

institutions 

EASPD members in 33 European countries 

European Network of Social 

Integration Enterprises 

(ENSIE) 

Social integration economy NGO ENSIE members in 21 European countries 

European Anti-Poverty 

Network (EAPN) 

Fighting against poverty and social 

exclusion 

NGO EU Member States, Norway, Iceland, 

Serbia and FYR Macedonia 

Confederation of Family 

Organisations in the 

European Union (COFACE) 

Representing the interests of families NGO 60 organisations in 23 Member States 

European Federation for 

Diaconia (Eurodiaconia) 

Poverty and social exclusion, social 

and healthcare services and the future 

of social Europe 

Social services & 

institutions 

Eurodiaconia members in 32 countries 

European Microfinance 

Network (EMN) 

Development of the microfinance 

sector by advocacy and capacity-

building activities for reducing social 

and financial exclusion. 

NGO 85 organisations in 23 European countries 

European Association 

Working for Carers 

(Eurocarers) 

Informal care Social services & 

institutions 

59 member organisations and individuals 

and 5 partners throughout Europe and 

beyond 

European Roma Grassroots 

Organisations Network 

(ERGO) 

Roma inclusion NGO 28 organisations in 20 European countries 

European Platform for 

Rehabilitation (EPR) 

Providing rehabilitation services to 

people with disabilities and other 

disadvantaged groups 

Social services & 

institutions 

25 organisations in 17 EU countries 

Platform for International 

Cooperation on 

Undocumented Migrants 

(PICUM) 

Promoting respect for the human 

rights of undocumented migrants 

within Europe 

NGO 155 member organisations in 30 countries 

across Europe and beyond 

European Venture 

Philanthropy Association 

(EVPA) 

Social investment and venture 

philanthropy 

NGO Over 210 members in 29 countries, mainly 

based in Europe. 

Microfinance Centre (MFC) Contribute to poverty reduction and 

the development of human potential 

by promoting a socially oriented and 

sustainable microfinance sector. 

NGO 104 organisations (including 77 

microfinance intermediaries) in 33 

countries of Central Europe and Asia 

Source: Own listing, data source: EC, DG EMPL, 2017c, 2018 Reports VII, VIII.  
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Annex 2: Networks of the Social Innovation Community (SIC) 

Network name and short 

description 

Examples of key actors 

and selected networks 

identified  

Actor classification Country 

Public sector innovators: a network 

that seeks to strengthen and 

systematise social innovation learning 

and knowledge across the public 

sector and European regional 

administrations. 

MindLab Governmental think tank  DK  

Nesta Innovation Lab Not for profit organisation UK 

OPM Innovation Semi-public and public 

research institute  

USA  

Government Innovators 

Networks 

University programme  USA  

Behavioural Insights Team Semi-public and public 

research institute 

UK 

Digital social innovation: this 

network brings together the growing 

movement of entrepreneurs and 

innovators developing inspiring digital 

solutions to social challenges with 

actors working on digital inclusion and 

frugal innovation. 

IESI project (EC-JRC) Research Project of the EU EU/Europe 

Telecentre Europe Network Publicly financed network EU/Europe 

Open Knowledge Foundation Not for profit organisation Founded in UK but 

active in diff. 

European 

countries 

Escuela Superior de 

Administración y Dirección de 

Empresas (ESADE) 

University Founded in Spain 

but active in diff. 

European 

countries 

Waag Society Not for profit organisation NL 

Intermediaries: this network includes 

organisations that provide support, 

tools, and resources to help social 

innovators build skills and overcome 

the barriers to adoption, as well as 

facilitate connections between actors 

to help innovations grow and scale. 

These include labs, investors, 

incubators, and accelerators. 

TRANSITION and BENISI EU funded projects EU/Europe 

Accelerator Assembly EU initiated network EU/Europe 

European Business Angel 

Network (EBAN) 

Not for profit organisation EU/Europe 

Impact Hub Network Not for profit company Founded in UK but 

active globally 

Social economy: this network includes 

the organisations which apply business 

methods to achieve social objectives, 

including voluntary and non-profit 

organisations, charities, co-operatives 

and other social enterprises. In many 

social economy enterprises these 

stakeholders are (or include) users of 

social services. They have short 

feedback loops between service 

designers and users, and the sector is 

efficient in identifying emerging needs 

and pushing the benefits of social 

innovations to those who need them. 

European Network of Cities 

and Regions for the Social 

Economy (REVES) 

Network of governments EU/Europe 

European Confederation of 

Workers’ Cooperatives 

(CECOP) 

Confederation of 

Cooperatives 

EU/Europe 

European Network of Social 

Integration Enterprises (ENSIE) 

Network of social 

cooperatives and social 

and participative 

enterprises 

EU/Europe 

European R&D Service for the 

Social Economy (DIESIS) 

Network of the EC EU/Europe 

Cities and regional development: 

this network includes the diverse range 

of actors that address territorial and 

urban challenges by mobilising 

creative communities, organisations, 

and creative citizenship. 

Eurocities Network of European cities EU/Europe 

European Network of Living 

Labs (ENoLL) 

Not for profit organisation EU/Europe 

Creative Cities Network 

(UCCN) 

UNESCO organisation Globally 

European Regions Research 

and Innovation Network 

(ERRIN) 

Network of governments EU/Europe 

 

URBACT EU Programme  EU/Europe 

ctd. next page. 
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Network name and short 

description 

Examples of key actors 

and selected networks 

identified  

Actor classification Country 

Collaborative and sharing economy: 

this network includes individuals and 

organisations who share with others 

an increasing range of their assets, 

such as finance, time, skills, 

competences, tools, buildings, spaces, 

vehicles, facilities of all types, and 

organisational capacities, much of 

which is enabled by ICT developments 

like crowdsourcing and crowdfunding. 

Nesta Not for profit organisation UK 

FabLab Barcelona Semi-public and public 

research institute 

Founded in Spain 

but active in diff. 

European 

countries 

Inclusive development: This network 

includes the movement that aims to 

innovate from the bottom of the paid 

to create greater social value for the 

poorest and most excluded, whilst 

minimising the use of scarce materials 

and financial resources. Inclusive 

development is also known as frugal 

innovation. 

The European Platform Against 

Poverty and Social Exclusion 

EU Programme EU/Europe 

The European Anti-Poverty 

Network (EAPN) 

Network of voluntary 

organisations and grass-

root groups 

EU/Europe 

Poverty Reduction in Europe: 

Social Policy and Innovation 

(ImPRovE) 

EU funded project EU/Europe 

De-LAB inclusive business Not for profit organisation Founded in Italy 

but active in diff. 

European 

countries 

European Social Investment 

Network (ESPN) 

EU initiated network EU/Europe 

World Association of Industrial 

and Technological Research 

Organizations (WAITRO) 

UN funded not for profit 

organisation 

Globally 

Corporate social innovation: this 

network includes corporates and 

businesses which are increasingly 

recognised as a direct driver of social 

innovation and more commonly as a 

facilitator through their increasing 

numbers of cross-sector 

collaborations, often driven by new 

approaches to corporate philanthropy 

and social responsibility, process and 

product innovation, and the concept 

of shared- value models. 

The Enterprise Europe 

Network (EEN) 

Network of the EC EU/Europe 

The European Business 

Network for Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) 

Not for profit organisation EU/Europe 

Business Europe Social partners (employer) EU/Europe 

industriAll Europe Social partners 

(employees) 

EU/Europe 

EuroChambres Social partners (employer) EU/Europe 

City Women Network (CWN) Not for profit organisation UK 

Academia-Led Innovation: includes 

both, how academics change mindset 

and practice but also how the 

surroundings learn and improve the 

collaboration with universities. SIC's 

Academia network supports 

Academia's lead and role for social 

innovation. 

Social Innovation Exchange Not for profit organisation UK 

TU Dortmund University – 

Sozialforschungsstelle 

University Germany 

ctd. next page. 
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Network name and short 

description 

Examples of key actors 

and selected networks 

identified  

Actor classification Country 

Funding Innovation: The Funders 

network focuses on building capacity 

for the operations of Funding and 

Investment actors, as well as enabling 

a stronger collaboration helping to 

align the collective societal impact 

obtained by a wider social innovation 

community. 

Calouste Gulbenkian 

Foundation 

Not for profit organisation 

(Foundation) 

Founded in 

Portugal, active in 

Portugal and 

abroad, namely 

African Portuguese 

Speaking 

Countries and East 

Timor. 

Lankelly Chase Not for profit organisation 

(Foundation) 

UK 

Robert Bosch Foundation Not for profit organisation 

(Foundation) 

Founded in 

Germany but 

active in Europe 

and beyond. 

Comic Relief Not for profit organisation 

(Charity organisation) 

Founded in UK but 

active globally 

UnLtd Not for profit organisation 

(Foundation) 

Founded in UK but 

active globally 

Climate Innovation Network: focuses 

on local social innovation for climate 

action. 

European network for 

community-led initiatives on 

climate change  and 

sustainability (ECLISE) 

Not for profit organisation EU / Europe 

Sources: Social Innovation Community (SIC) proposal, 2015, p. 7-8, https://www.siceurope.eu  
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3. Commitment 27: Support a research programme on 

public sector and social innovation; pilot a European 

Public Sector Social Innovation Scoreboard 
 

by Marta Mackiewicz, WERI 

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The objective of Commitment 27 (Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard / Research Programme on 

Public Sector and Social Innovation) is to support a substantial research programme on public 

sector and social innovation, looking at issues such as measurement and evaluation, financing and 

other barriers to scaling up and development. Another part of the Commitment focuses on 

launching a pilot European Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard (EPSIS). The scoreboard was meant 

to serve as a tool for benchmarking public sector innovation. The purpose of launching the EPSIS 

was to increase the ability of Member States (MS) to introduce innovation in the public 

administration.  

 

This chapter describes the actors participating in the implementation of the Commitment 27, their 

roles and interactions between these actors. The objective of the Commitment is to support a 

substantial research programme so the analysis is based on the data related to the biggest 

programmes (namely FP7 and Horizon 2020) financing research in the field covered by the 

Commitment. Parts of FP7 and H2020 were selected for the analysis (SOCIETY and SWAFS 

programmes under FP7 and H2020)50. The interactions and linkages between actors were analysed 

with the use of Social Network Analysis (SNA)51. 

 

The analysis of actors and linkages between the organisations participating in the research 

programmes is a base for indentifying the strengths and weaknesses of the European innovation 

systems. It is also a base for summarising the direct and indirect results of implementing the 

Commitment 27. The limitation of the analysis of the direct and indirect results is related to an 

insufficient measurement framework. The number of internationally comparable indicators which 

could provide information on the development of social innovation and public sector innovation 

remains too narrow. This was also the reason for discontinuing publication of the Public Sector 

Innovation Scoreboard. In the case of social innovation the measurement framework is also 

underdeveloped due to the complexity and diversity of social innovation. 

 

  

                                                 
50  The data on projects financed from FP7, registered at eCORDA database  selected from 489 calls (v.20 Nov. 2015) and 

H2020 projects registered at eCORDA database  selected from 457 calls (v. 10 March 2018). 
51  The software Gephi was used to analyse and map collaboration of organisations participating in the selected calls 

(actors) based on the eCORDA data provided 
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3.2 Capabilities and roles of actors in implementing 

Commitment 27 
 

The most important actor for the implementation of Commitment 27 (C27) is the public sector – a 

wide range of government institutions. They are both subject and object as part of this 

commitment. Their role for C27 is not limited to one component - they are important for both 

Commitment 27a (C27a) and Commitment 27b (C27b), having active and passive functions52. 

 

The active functions are primarily the implementation of innovations resulting from benchmarking 

within EPSIS as well as the exchange of good practices and knowledge transfer between 

government institutions. On the other hand, under the C27b, they are institutions involved in 

projects financed under research programs launched as part of the commitment. This has been 

illustrated in the next subsection. Their role is not only to participate in projects financed under the 

H2020, but also to facilitate the implementation of the results of research and development (or at 

least this should be their role). Public institutions can also play an important role in creating 

conditions for implementing social innovations, in their implementation and in scaling and 

dissemination. Passive functions refer to being the subject of research under EPSIS (which 

unfortunately will not be continued).  

 

In most countries universities are the dominant actors in the public research landscape. In some 

countries public research institutes play also a significant role in the development of new ideas and 

new technologies conducive to the wellbeing of citizens. However in the implementation of C27, 

the research institutes and universities play a secondary role. They participate in the research 

program referred to by C27. As follows from the analysis presented in the next section, these two 

types of institutions (research institutes and universities) are the most important recipient of funds 

within the areas of FP7 and H2020, which potentially support social innovations. As part of the 

conducted research, they can work out the expected measurement framework, but so far there is 

not much success in this field (EPSIS was suspended due to insufficient credible and comparable 

data, and there are no indicators measuring the results of social innovation implementation so far). 

 

Obviously all citizens are the target group of actions aimed at increasing the innovation of the 

public sector. As in the case of implementing social innovations citizens are involved in validating 

the actions taken by the government. Promising solutions need to be tested, demonstrated and 

scaled up.  

 

Table 1 presents the actors involved in implementation of Commitment 27 based on the 

classification of actors in the innovation eco-system (see Verspagen, Hollanders and Noben, 2016). 

There is one additional category involved in implementation of C27 that was not distinguished this 

classification - NGOs. The role of NGOs is small and underestimated. However, these institutions 

can and should participate more closely in research projects, because they often have direct 

contact with groups to which social innovations are addressed. In selected cases they could, at least 

to some extent, introduce perspective of ultimate recipients/targets of social innovations. 

                                                 
52  This chapter focuses only on the role of the public sector in relation to issues covered by C27, as other functions of 

the public sector are not investigated and are well described in the literature.  
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Table 1 / Innovation system functions in implementing Commitment 27 by actor category 

 

Actor category Primary functions Derived functions 

Governments - 

policymakers (PUB) 

Addressing globalization and grand 

societal challenges 

Providing services to address these 

needs/challenges 

Promoting and facilitating social 

innovation 

Financing research programme on 

public sector and social 

innovation 

Providing information on the 

characteristics of public sector 

innovation 

Supporting and working with other 

societal actors 

Stimulating business innovation which 

could address societal challenges 

 

Education institutes, 

especially higher 

education (Higher or 

secondary education 

institutions - HES) 

Undertaking research in the fields of 

public sector and social innovation 

Developing new forms of organization 

and interactions to respond to social 

issues 

Providing scientific knowledge and 

evidence for effective policy making and 

benchmarking 

Providing a measurement framework 

which would give information on the 

characteristics of public sector 

innovation 

Semi-public and 

public research 

institutes (Research 

organisations - REC) 

Undertaking research in the fields of 

public sector and social innovation 

Developing new forms of organization 

and interactions to respond to social 

issues 

Providing scientific evidence for effective 

policy making and benchmarking 

Providing a measurement framework 

which would give information on the 

characteristics of public sector 

innovation 

Firms (Private 

companies - PRC) 

Investing in new technologies 

responding to social needs 

Undertaking research  

Scaling up and transferring innovation 

(in particular social innovation) 

Consumers - Citizens  Promoting and facilitating social 

innovation 

Testing, demonstrating and scaling up 

new solutions 

Contributing to reshaping society in 

the direction of participation, 

empowerment and learning 

Validating social innovation 

NGOs  Promoting and facilitating social 

innovation 

Complementing existing public 

services 

Developing new forms of organization 

and interactions to respond to social 

issues. 

Scaling up and transferring innovation 

(in particular social innovation) 

Providing expertise in public sector and 

social innovation 

Source: own elaboration based on the description of the Commitment 27 
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The analysis of the actors shows that the main role in the research program, to which C27 refers, is 

played by scientific institutions. Their role is invaluable at the stage of research and development 

and creation of new solutions. However, it is worth ensuring a greater participation of other actors, 

in particular NGOs, which play a large role in introducing social innovations. They should act as a 

link with the target group enabling the proper design of a given solution (i.e. with the participation 

and cooperation of potential users) and institutions responsible for the implementation of results 

(due to the connection with the target group). NGOs often have too little potential to apply to 

H2020 and be an active member of the consortium implementing the project. It is worth designing 

solutions that would ensure the transfer of know-how in the field from scientific institutions to 

NGOs. 

 

3.3 Interaction between actors 
 

The basis for the analysis was a concept of connection which is created between each pair of 

participants of a project, regardless of their role, type of institution, country, etc. That also means 

that no special role of the project’s coordinator is assumed. For example, in a hypothetical project 

with four participants engaged the total of six connections is created. In the case of H2020 a 

connection’s significance is measured by amount of EU funding assigned to each partner as a 

proxy for their engagement in the project (the lower number is taken as we assume the connection 

is as significant as its less engaged partner). In the case of FP7, due to unavailability of data on 

shares within projects, we assume all connection within a project to be identical, using value of the 

project as a measure to aggregate connections resulting from different projects.  

 

The graphs should be interpreted in the following way. The nodes of the network represent 

countries or types of institutions. The size and color intensity of each node represents centrality of 

a node measured by its weighted degree (the measure of centrality using connections’ significance 

as a weight). The bigger and darker is a node, the bigger the value and number of relations with 

partners within projects. Both thickness and color intensity of edges (connections between nodes) 

represent it’s weight measured by connections’ significance aggregated as simple sum. The thicker 

and darker the connection is, the bigger value of the projects realized by both nodes. The precise 

location of each node on the graph is a result of an algorithm, the more central the node is, the 

greater its importance in research networks.  

 

Scheme 1 shows that universities are key nodes of connections between actors participating in 

Commitment 27, they are also the largest beneficiaries of projects in the analyzed areas of FP7 and 

H2020. While other institutions (e.g. NGOs) played a major role in FP7, besides research institutes, 

their role in H2020 is small - smaller than the role of private companies. In H2020, the role of public 

institutions in relation to FP7 has increased, which may be an indirect result of C27 - public 

institutions have more links both with universities and research institutes, as well as with 

enterprises.  

 

Even one of projects that are subject of this research (a study financed under Horizon 2020) 

provides evidence that a fruitful strategy to foster innovation capacity and productivity growth is to 
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strengthen organisations that transfer technological knowledge to companies53. The key empirical 

findings suggest that cooperation with research institutes has a strong effect on firm performance 

(Comin et al 2018).  

 

Scheme 1 / Interactions between the main actors in selected FP7 and H2020 areas 

 

Interactions between actors in FP7 (SIS, SSH) 

 

Interactions between actors in H2020 (SOCIETY, 

SWAFS)  

  

 
Source: own elaboration based on eCordis database 

 

Even one of projects that are subject of this research (a study financed under Horizon 2020) 

provides evidence that a fruitful strategy to foster innovation capacity and productivity growth is to 

strengthen organisations that transfer technological knowledge to companies54. The key empirical 

findings suggest that cooperation with research institutes has a strong effect on firm performance 

(Comin et al 2018).  

 

3.4 Weaknesses and strengths of Commitment 27 in the 

context of the European innovation systems 
 

Those countries that have a relatively low rank in the European Innovation Scoreboard, are also 

underrepresented in the EU Research and Innovation programme (Figure 1) which can be 

considered as a weakness of the system.  

 

It may result from a lot of factors, first of all lower ability to participate in the calls for proposals by 

entities from countries where the level of innovation is lower. This is evident in the case of areas 

supporting research and development for industry. It does not have to be a rule in the case of 

research supporting the area of social innovation or innovation in the public sector. It should also 

be taken into account that both the number of applications submitted and the success rate in a 

                                                 
53  Horizon 2020 FRAME project 
54  Horizon 2020 FRAME project 
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given area may depend on very different conditions such as: number of entities operating in a 

given area, number of entities conducting research and development work in specific field, 

availability of other sources of R & D funding, participation in international networks, the number 

and potential of scientific institutions operating in a given field, the strength and potential of 

industry in a given field. In addition, small countries do not always have an interest in investing in 

public innovation due to their small scale. Commercial innovations can be easily sold overseas, 

public innovations may be limited to small populations. So for small countries, it may be more 

cost-effective to adopt someone else's solution, even if it is not perfectly suited to their needs. 

 

Scheme 2 / Interactions between countries in FP7 (SIS and SSH) 

 
Source: own elaboration based on eCORDA database selected from 489 calls (v.20 Nov. 2015). 

 

The mentioned weakness can be eliminated by encouraging the inclusion of international entities 

from countries weaker in the innovation ranking into consortia. Their role in projects does not have 

to be large, just like the share of the budget. Rather, it is about improving the ability to apply and 
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raising the level of knowledge on how to implement projects. This would also strengthen 

cooperation networks under the European Innovation System. The strategy of including a larger 

number of entities is also beneficial from the point of view of the development of innovativeness of 

the European economies. Public spending does not have such an impact on the economy when 

isolated as when it is borne by many entities, even if the scale is smaller. The more enterprises and 

research units conduct innovative activity, the more the demand for innovation increases. It also 

raises the awareness of the need to introduce innovations, which in turn leads to the initiation of 

cooperation between enterprises and research institutions.  

 

Schemes 2 and 3 present the interactions between countries in FP7 and H2020 and Figure 1 shows 

the correlation between EIS score and centrality presented in Scheme 3.  

 

Scheme 3 / Interactions between countries in H2020 (SOCIETY and SWAFS). 

 
Source: own elaboration based on eCORDA database selected from 457 calls (v. 10 March 2018). 
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Financing a research programme contributes to creating networks of cooperation. There are 

dominant hubs in the networks: Great Britain, Germany, Italy. The significant role of Greece is 

surprising. That may be linked to a general European policy toward supporting Greece during and 

after the crisis. 

 

Figure 1 / EIS score vs H2020 centrality 

 

 
Source: own elaboration based on eCORDA database selected from 457 calls (v. 10 March 2018) and European Innovation Scoreboard 

(http://ec.europa.eu/DocsRoom/documents/24141). 

 

Figure 1 shows that countries that are more innovative (relatively high score in the EIS ranking) 

participate in the research programme to a the greater extent - they cooperate more and benefit 

from higher funding. It is difficult to determine whether high participation in research programmes 

contributes to raising their innovative potential, or whether their high innovativeness determines 

that they are active in the research programme. The amount of funding is also partly determined 

by the size of the economy.  

 

The Member States were classified into 4 groups by Verspagen et. al (2017):  

1. Strongly developed (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Slovenia, 

Sweden, and the United Kingdom); 

2. Public policy led (France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta and Portugal); 

3. Developing innovation systems (Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, 

Slovakia and Spain); 

4. Lagging behind (Estonia, Greece and Poland).  

These groups are presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 shows that the participation of a Member State in H2020 (areas SOCIETY and SWAFS) 

depends on the group in which the country was classified by Verspagen et. al (2017). The strongly 

developed MSs are more active in the research programme than MSs that belong to other groups. 

The exception is Greece (mentioned above). It may be assumed that the institutions from Greece 

were more active in applying for grants financed under H2020 as the domestic programmes during 

the crisis were less available. Additionally it was relatively easier to compete in the areas SOCIETY 

and SWAFS than in those closely related to the industry.  

 

Figure 2 / Classification of innovation systems vs H2020 centrality   

 

 
Source: own elaboration based on eCORDA database selected from 457 calls (v. 10 March 2018) and European Innovation Scoreboard 

(http://ec.europa.eu/DocsRoom/documents/24141) and Verspagen et. al (2017). 

 

Strengths include the dissemination of good, proven social innovations and the transfer of 

experiences from countries that are classified as "Strongly developed" to "Lagging behind" 

countries. An example of this is the transfer from UK to Poland of a social support program for 

young people and adults with autism based on a volunteering. As part of social innovation in the 

United Kingdom, a system of practices ready for implementation was developed, in particular 

creating a concept of volunteer meetings with people affected by autism, aimed at facilitating 

social contacts for these people. The idea was not entirely new, because it was transferred to 

Poland from Great Britain, where similar solutions already proved to work well. 

 

Social innovations and public sector innovations must be in line with local conditions. However, it is 

possible to transfer proven ideas and experiences to a certain extent, at least as a seed for a local 
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solution. For this reason, it is important to involve a large number of project partners, under which 

works on the development of social innovation and public sector innovation are financed. In the 

case of public sector and social innovation, usually intellectual property rights do not constitute a 

restriction on dissemination, as developed solutions or technologies enabling their implementation 

are frequently open and available free of charge or at limited cost. 

 

3.5 Direct and indirect effects of implementing Commitment 

27 
 

Commitment 27A - Public Sector Innovation Scoreboard will be discontinued due to insufficient 

data and lack of reliable methodology of measurement of innovation in the public sector.  This 

information was confirmed by the EC officials during the second stage of I3U project. The results of 

a survey carried out within the I3U project show that EPSIS should be continued as soon as the 

problems of data collection and methodology of measurement of innovation in the public sector 

are solved. The respondents of the survey confirmed that EPSIS is helpful in benchmarking and 

knowledge sharing in the public administration. The most frequently mentioned effect was an 

increased interest in implementing innovations in the public sector (indicated by almost 90% of 

policy makers). The effects indicated by policymakers are presented in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3 / The effects of publications / rankings like EPSIS with regard to public sector 

innovation 

 

Answers given by respondents who know their 

country’s score in the EPSIS55 (n=126) 

Answers given by respondents who don't know 

their country’s score in the EPSIS56 (n=307) 

  
Source: own elaboration based on a survey results 

 

The majority of policy makers link EPSIS with positive indirect effects e.g.: better evaluation, 

enhanced cooperation and exchange of experience between MS, positive competition, motivation 

to change, etc. 

                                                 
55  The distribution of answers to a question "What, in your opinion, are the effects of publications / rankings like EPSIS 

with regard to public sector innovation observed in your country? Select all that apply: (multiple answers)" 
56  The distribution of answers to a question "What, in your opinion, are the potential effects of publications | rankings 

like EPSIS with regard to public sector innovation observed in your country? Select all that apply: (multiple answers)" 
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In the case of Commitment 27B a wide range of indirect effects was identified, e.g. network 

building, innovation diffusion, involving stakeholders, high knowledge transfer and enhanced 

awareness of social innovation. The coordinators of research projects in the field of social 

innovation indicated the outcomes of their projects rating them on a scale from "very low" to "very 

high" (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4 / Effects of research projects financed within H2020 – mean grade (very low = 1; 

very high = 5) 

 
Source: own elaboration based on a survey results  

 

One of the assumptions related to the Commitment was the need to promote the role of social 

entrepreneurship and networks of practitioners. Network building and involving stakeholders who 

are not directly responsible for some activity are the most significant effects. Positive effects are 

innovation diffusion within these projects and prospects for sustainable partnerships among 

institutions implementing projects. According to the respondents of the survey, the networks of 

cooperation will be lasting as the majority (87%) declared that they are going to cooperate with at 

least some partners in the future. Other studies also show that the partnerships remain - it is easier 

to apply for a new project with a proven partner, the division of roles is easier and the risk related 

to project implementation are mitigated (partners know what can be expected from each other, 

what quality will be delivered and so on).  

 

The assumptions of the Commitment 27B is that "Social innovation (...) is about developing new 

forms of organization and interactions to respond to social issues". In this respect the presented 
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effect of projects contribute to the objectives of the commitment. A positive effect is a high 

knowledge transfer within these projects and prospects for a sustainable partnerships among 

institutions implementing projects. However it should be mentioned that not all of the identified 

problems have been addressed. In the description of Commitment 27B a problem of a 

measurement of social innovation was mentioned: "methodological developments are necessary 

for a better measurement of cost and benefit analysis from economic, social, environmental, 

cultural and policy points of views, including the social return on investment. There is also an 

insufficient culture and practice of ex-post and ex-ante evaluation of social innovation initiatives in 

Europe based on similar definitions and approaches." The measurement framework, which could 

provide information on the development of social innovation is still lacking.  

 

3.6 Conclusions 
 

Within the framework of I3U project (Deliverable 2), the effects of implementation of C27 were 

examined. Measurable effects of a research programme on public sector and social innovation are 

quite limited. In particular, they result in a relatively small number of implementations in the field 

of technical solutions, products, services and procedures to solve complex social problems (see 

D2-6). A stronger focus on getting a clear social impact and the presence of the R & D component 

would help to achieve the goals indicated in the Innovation Union flagship initiative.  

 

In order to enhance the impact of supported projects it may be worth to consider requirements of 

a practical implementation of their outcomes in social or economic practice. In the case of projects 

where the end result is a model of action or a model of cooperation or a procedure, "practical 

implementation" should mean a state in which the final results of the project are made available to 

persons or entities included in the target group and a specific implementation action plan is 

completed. Particular attention should be paid to ensuring the financing of this process and 

identifying the specific entities responsible for implementation and at the same time having an 

impact on target groups. Therefore a greater participation of actors having direct link to the target 

group, in particular NGOs, may be important for dissemination of social innovation and its effective 

implementation.  

 

The strategy of including a larger number of entities is also beneficial from the point of view of the 

development of innovativeness of the European economies. It is understandable that countries that 

belong to the group of Innovation Leaders have a higher share of the budget and more 

participants (or participations).57 However it would be advisable to encourage the participants from 

the leading MS to form partnerships with entities from MS that belong to Modest Innovators or 

Moderate Innovators. Even if the role of these entities remain small, the participation will result in 

knowledge transfer and increase their ability to apply for grants in a research programme. 

 

  

                                                 
57  One entity can have several projects so it more appropriate to use the number of "participations"  
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3.7 Policy recommendations 
 

There are two main areas where the objectives C27 were not been achieved. One is related to the 

decision not to proceed with EPSIS. This means that an instrument that allows knowledge transfer 

in the public sector will not be provided under the Innovation Union flagship initiative. In order to 

support MS in developing policies to foster public sector innovation a common base of 

information on innovations and state on their implementation may be developed. The same could 

work for social innovation - a database with solutions for various problems could be created along 

with a search engine allowing thematic search. 

 

The demand from public institutions for solutions of certain problems can be collected in an 

interactive database. Problems reported by public institutions must be well defined in order to be 

able to develop solutions for them (e.g. by using the formula of pre-commercial public 

procurement).  

 

The second weakness of C27 implementation is insufficient measurement framework of public 

sector and social innovation. In the case of public sector innovation there are several indicators 

which are comparable among countries and could serve this purpose. In the case of social 

innovation it is more difficult to find some comparable indicators. There are some indices related to 

quality of life - some may consider it as a proxy of effectiveness of social innovation processes but 

for many it is obviously not relevant. Measuring progress in the development of social innovation is 

possible only to a limited extent. However some attempts can be made. First, we need a modified 

definition, which should focus more on the aspects of "practical implementation" described above 

as well as the technical and technological solutions.  

 

Second, the beneficiaries of H2020 (e.g. in the areas SOCIETY and SWAFS) could report the values 

of the same indicators e.g. the number of solutions developed in order to meet social needs, 

number of people in the target group, number of people affected by the developed social 

innovation, etc. to enable at least minimal measurement on output level.  
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4. Commitment 28 
 

by Hermine Vidovic 

 

4.1 Introduction 
 

Commitment 28 emphasises the role of social partners in implementing the Innovation Union and 

states that ‘The Commission will consult the social partners to examine how the knowledge economy 

can be spread to all occupational levels and all sectors. It will ask the social partners for proposals on 

how to develop a sectoral labour market strategy for the caring sector.’ (European Commission, 

2014). The Commission, represented by DG EMPL, has chosen the European social dialogue 

committee at cross industrial level and the sectoral social dialogue committee as the most 

appropriate framework to perform these consultations.  

 

At this juncture, however, Commitment 28 is still at an early stage of implementation, even though 

some important first steps have been taken. In 2013 the European Commission and the European 

social partners met ‘to agree on a schedule for discussions’ about the Innovation Union and the 

European Workplace Innovation Network (EUWIN). In addition, the Commission presented the 

‘Retail Sector Innovation’ report. In the future, the European Commission will continue to inform the 

social partners in the Liaison Forum on developments concerning the Innovation Union (European 

Commission, 2015).  

 

In this context, the ensuing report attempts to shed light on the role of Commitment 28 as part of 

the European Innovation System. As suggested by Verspagen (2017), this analysis should to a large 

extent be based on insights and findings from the State of Implementation and Impact Evaluation 

of Commitment 28 (see Vidovic, 2018). However, in view of the early stage of implementation of 

Commitment 28 and the lack of responses from social partner organisations to numerous and 

repeated interview requests to gather information on the obstacles delaying Commitment 28, an 

Impact Evaluation was impossible. This was accepted also by the client. Hence, the ensuing report 

will only address the group of actors involved in Commitment 28 as well as their interactions and 

capabilities in section 2. Section 3 then discusses where Commitment 28 should work in the system 

and what effects can be expected for different EU Member States. Section 4 discusses its strengths 

and weaknesses while section 5 summarises and concludes. 

 

4.2 The system of actors: their interactions and capabilities 
 

4.2.1 The group of actors 
 

Commitment 28 involves two groups of actors: 

 

First, DG Employment, which is in charge of the implementation of Commitment 28 on the part of 

the Commission.  
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Second, the European social partners as organisations at EU level, which are engaged in the 

European social dialogue, as provided for under Articles 154 and 155 of the Treaty on the 

Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).  

 

The main cross-industry organisations representing social partners at EU level are:58  

 the European Trade Union Confederation – ETUC  

 Union of Industrial and Employers' Confederations of Europe – BUSINESSEUROPE; up to 

2006 the Union of Industrial and Employers' Confederation of Europe – UNICE  

 the European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-sized Enterprises – UEAPME 

 the European Centre of Enterprises with Public Participation – CEEP 

 

Apart from these cross-industry organisations are many other socio-professional groups 

representing specific or sectoral interests.  

 

Social partners are also represented in the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) 

alongside other organisations representing civil society. 

 

4.2.2 Interaction between and capabilities of actors 
 

First contacts between the European Commission and the European social partners were made in 

2013 ‘to agree on a schedule for discussions’ with regard to the Innovation Union and the European 

Workplace Innovation Network (EUWIN).  

 

The Commission informs social partners about its sector-specific and innovation-related initiatives. 

For instance, it presented the ‘Retail Sector Innovation’ report, which includes among other things 

recommendations for social partners and the skills’ councils59. Social partners, for their part, are 

autonomous when defining their work programme and their various activities. Thus, it is up to 

them on whether or not to discuss a specific topic. On top of that they represent a wide diversity of 

altogether 43 sectors (ranging from agriculture to banking to the chemical industry or healthcare 

etc.), which means that depending on the sector the knowledge economy may have different 

impacts.  

 

With respect to Commitment 28 the Commission chose the European social dialogue committee at 

cross industrial level60 and the sectoral social dialogue committee as the most appropriate 

framework to perform consultations, i.e. inform the social partners in the Liaison Forum, which 

brings together the representatives of these two committees. In line with the 1998 Decision to 

establish these committees, ‘the Commission consults the European social partners on the 

orientation of policies which directly concern their sector and which may have employment and social 

implications.’61 

 

The Commission also engages social partners in other ways. For example, the social partners of the 

                                                 
58  https://eur-lex.europa.eu/summary/glossary/social_partners.html. 
59  So far skills councils have been set up in two sectors: textile, clothing and leather and commerce – retail and 

wholesale, while for other sectors the European Commission prepared funding for feasibility studies.  
60  The Social Dialogue Committee is the main body for the autonomous social dialogue. 
61  European Commission (2011), ‘Consulting European social partners: Understanding how it works’. 
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agriculture sector are also members of the Board of the European Innovation Partnership (EIP) on 

Agricultural Productivity and Sustainability. Beyond that, two sectors – the food and drink industry 

– as well as local and regional governments have included the innovation topic into their work 

programmes, and 8 sectoral social partners’ organisations and the European Confederation of 

Executives and Managerial Staff (CEC) confirmed their interest in participating in such a dialogue. 

 

4.3 Where Commitment 28 works 
 

In general, in terms of the categorisation of policy instruments outlined in Verspagen et al. (2018), 

Commitment 28 aims at stimulating the interaction between actors.  

 

From an innovation systems perspective, the implementation of Commitment 28 has different 

effects in different European Innovation Systems (EISs). Generally, Verspagen et al. (2018) identify 

four different EISs: 

 

 Strongly developed for countries with well-developed and internationally well-performing 

and competitive innovation systems, such as Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, 

the Netherlands, Slovenia, Sweden and the UK; 

 Public policy-led for countries with well-developed and strong public policy in STI 

(Science, Technology and Innovation) fields but relatively weak private sector innovation, 

such as France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta and Portugal; 

 Developing for countries where public policy is developed in a stronger way – which also 

makes them public policy-led – but where innovators strongly depend on externally 

sourced knowledge and competencies, such as supply-chain based innovation and external 

sourcing. Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia and 

Spain are part of this EIS.  

 Lagging-behind for countries with weakly developed public policy and where innovations 

tend to be supply-chain driven or externally sourced, such as Estonia, Greece and Poland.  

 

This classification appears ill-suited for Commitment 28, because the determining factor of its 

effect in general is the strength of the social partners in a Member State and neither the innovation 

capabilities of the private nor the policy-making capabilities of the public sector. For this purpose, 

the membership strength of social partners is depicted in Figure 1 and captured by means of two 

indicators, the union density for 2012/13 and the employer organisation rate (for 2011/12) for a 

selection of EU Member States. The top right quadrant refers to countries with both high union 

density and employer organisation rates, such as the Nordic countries like Sweden, Finland and 

Denmark, as well as Belgium and Malta. In these countries the collaboration between the strong 

social partners and national governments would make the implementation of Commitment 28 

most likely. In contrast, the bottom left quadrant refers to countries with both relatively low union 

density and employer organisation rates, such as Estonia, Poland, Slovakia, Latvia, the Czech 

Republic and Croatia. In this group of countries the implementation of Commitment 28 would be 

least likely due to weak social partners. Finally, countries in the top left quadrant are characterised 

by high employer organisation rates, but comparatively lower union density rates. In this group, 

Austria sticks out with an employer organisation rate of 100 per cent, followed by the Netherlands 

and France with 85 and 75 per cent respectively. Countries with an employer organisation rate 

below 70 per cent are Slovenia, Cyprus, Ireland, Germany and Italy. Due to the long tradition of 
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consultations between social partners in most of these countries the implementation of 

Commitment 28 would also be very likely.  

 

However, this classification of countries solely refers to the implementation of Commitment 28 but 

not to its possible effects on employment and growth which could only be determined in the 

medium run and only after its full implementation.  

 

Figure 1 / Membership strength of social partners 

 
Source: ICTWSS database (Visser, 2015). 

 

4.4 Strengths and weaknesses of Commitment 28 
 

The key strength of Commitment 28 lies in its recognition of the importance of social partners in 

spreading the Innovation Union to all economic sectors and occupations.  

 

However, this commitment is also characterised by a number of shortcomings. First and foremost, 

Commitment 28 is not sufficiently clearly formulated for social partners to take specific action. This 

is compounded by the fact that social partners were also insufficiently informed about their 

particular role in the Innovation Union. Second, the autonomy of the social partners in deciding 

whether or not to take the commitment aboard plus the highly fragmented organisational 

structure of the social partners at EU level, which complicates the decision-making process due to 

different sectoral interests and possible impacts, has greatly contributed to the implementation 

failure of Commitment 28.  

 

Nevertheless, social partners are very active with regard to industry 4.0 and digitalisation, which are 

among the major future challenges in terms of work, social security, taxation or a fair digital 
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economy for enterprises. According to an Austrian member62 of the European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC), ‘a lot of work has been done on the issue of digitalisation at European and 

national level, both by the social partners and by the EESC. However, I am not aware that this 

would happen under the heading of Commitment 28’.  

 

4.5 Summary and conclusion 
 

Years after the adoption of the Innovation Union, Commitment 28 – emphasising the role of social 

partners to spread the knowledge economy to all occupational levels and all sectors – is still in an 

early stage of implementation. 

 

Two key actors are involved in Commitment 28: DG Employment, representing the European 

Commission, as well as the European social partners. The European Commission plays several roles 

– it informs social partners about its sector-specific and innovation-related initiatives and consults 

the social partners in the Liaison Forum. The social partners for their part are autonomous when 

defining their work programme and their various activities.  

 

In terms of the categorisation of policy instruments outlined in Verspagen et al. (2018) 

Commitment 28 aims at stimulating the interaction between actors. However, the likelihood of the 

implementation of Commitment 28 depends on the strength of the social partners in the individual 

Member States. Implementation would be highest in countries with both high union density and 

employer organisation rates and in countries with a long tradition of consultations between social 

partners.  

 

The implementation deficiency of Commitment 28 is the result of various deficiencies, such as the 

lack of clear formulation, the insufficient information of the social partners about their role plus the 

highly fragmented organisational structure of the social partners at EU level.  

 

Regardless of the problems in the implementation of Commitment 28, social partners and the 

European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) are very active with respect to digitalisation both 

at national and EU level, but not under the heading of Commitment 28.  

 

  

                                                 
62 Ms Christa Schweng, Austrian Chamber of Commerce, in an interview via email exchange on 12 December 

2017. 
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