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Abstract: The idea of smart specialisation has gained high prominence in the discourse about the 
regional policy of the European Union (EU). In the coming program period from 2014 to 2020 it is 
expected to be a major pillar of EU structural funds. The notion of smart specialisation incorporates 
some basic principles of evolutionary economics and centers on the idea of an entrepreneurial dis-
covery process of new trajectories on the regional level. It does not, however, sufficiently take into 
account the relevance of individual agents, their actions, and their relations with each other in the 
identification, creation, development, and destruction of technological and economic trajectories. For 
this, a focus on micro-level dynamics is needed that provides the base for experimentation. Therefore, 
this paper proposes the new concept of smart experimentation. This notion aims to complement smart 
specialisation. It is anchored not only in evolutionary economics, but also in relational economic 
geography.
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Introduction

The idea of smart specialisation1 is currently 
gaining prominence in the EU’s regional policy 
discourse. Due to its role in the upcoming new 
program period of the EU structural policy from 
2014 to 2020, this concept will most likely have 
a considerable impact on the design, governance 
and conduct of regional policy in many Euro-
pean regions.

The notion of an entrepreneurial process of dis-
covery that is coordinated on the regional level is 
central to smart specialisation. Rehfeld (2013, 
9) calls this idea a transformation of the Schum
peterian entrepreneurial discovery process into a 
regional prioritization process in the domain of 
innovation strategies.2 This process supposedly 
leads to the collaborative identification of exist-
ing potential in science and technology which 
can be used to concentrate the regional econo-
my’s resources in promising fields of economic 
specialization.

The idea of such a discovery process on the re-
gional level, however, confers an entrepreneurial 
role to a region itself and neglects the potential 

for a creative experimentation process among 
entrepreneurial agents on the micro-level. In-
stead of focusing on coordinated path identifi-
cation and specialization on the regional level, 
regional policy should instead encourage micro-
level discovery and experimentation processes. 
Drawing on evolutionary economics, this article 
suggests a concept of smart experimentation that 
overcomes the static nature of smart specialisa-
tion by focusing on dynamic path development.

The article starts by outlining the idea of smart 
specialisation and its theoretical foundations. In 
the following major criticisms are presented that 
can be waged against smart specialisation as it is 
currently being discussed in the discourse on fu-
ture EU regional policy. Then the new notion of 
smart experimentation is introduced which ad-
dresses the fundamental criticisms against smart 
specialisation. Smart experimentation develops 
smart specialisation into a more evolutionary 
and relational concept and aims to close smart 
specialisation’s conceptual gaps. The article il-
lustrates the use of smart specialisation and its 
present shortcomings with case studies on the 
use of smart specialisation strategies in Euro-
pean regions.
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The idea of smart specialisation

Smart specialisation centers on the idea that 
regions should concentrate their knowledge 
investments in certain areas of specialization. 
This applies not only to economically strong 
regions, but to weaker ones as well. In weaker 
regions, smart specialisation is seen as a way 
to concentrate resources in some areas where a 
lasting impact on the regional economy can be 
achieved (foRay/david/hall 2009). Regional 
governance is a central aspect of a smart spe-
cialisation strategy: “Regional authorities can 
exploit the smart specialisation logic by under-
taking a rigorous self-assessment of a region’s 
knowledge assets, capabilities and competences 
and the key players between whom knowledge is 
transferred. This militates against recommend-
ing off-the-shelf local economic policy solutions 
and instead requires a careful analysis of region-
al knowledge capabilities and research compe-
tences” (Mccann/oRtega-aRgilés 2011, 3).

Such specialization, however, is not meant to be 
planned or ordered in a hierarchical way. Instead, 
it should be developed in “an entrepreneurial 
process of discovery” constituting “a learning 
process to discover the research and innovation 
domains in which a region can hope to excel” 
and in which “entrepreneurial actors are likely 
to play leading roles in discovering promising 
areas of future specialization, not least because 
the needed adaptations to local skills, materials, 
environmental conditions, and market access 
conditions are unlikely to be able to draw on 
codified, publicly shared knowledge, and instead 
will entail gathering localized information and 
the formation of social capital assets” (foRay/
david/hall 2009, 2).

This process is supposed to be governed by a 
public-private partnership model. This is be-
cause “the smart specialisation logic, when it is 
appropriately translated to an explicitly spatial 
regional context, would appear to be a powerful 
lens through which policy makers can design and 
articulate local development policies” (Mccann/
oRtega-aRgilés 2011, 19). The need for public 
coordination is justified because of a public-good 
problem. The social value of specialization is per-
ceived to be greater than the rent that an entrepre-
neur who has discovered promising new trajec-
tories can capture (foRay/david/hall 2009, 2).

foRay/david/hall (2009, 3) distinguish be-
tween leader regions and follower regions. 

Leader regions are those who have a strong 
position in the development of general purpose 
technologies. Follower regions are those that are 
supposed to concentrate on developing applica-
tions of these technologies. According to foRay/
david/hall (2009), smart specialisation may 
be used as an instrument to achieve a spatial 
division of labor between leader and follower 
regions through specialization on generic tech-
nology development and applied product devel-
opment, respectively.

Smart specialisation can be expected to develop 
considerable relevance within EU regional pol-
icy in the years ahead. It is an important pillar 
of the EU’s competitiveness strategy “Europe 
2020” and the “Innovation Union” flagship ini-
tiative derived from it (Mccann/oRtega-aR-
gilés 2011, 2, 8; Rehfeld 2013, 10 f.). Within 
the framework of the new period for the EU’s 
cohesion policy from 2014 to 2020, the Euro
pean Commission has proposed making the 
existence of smart specialisation strategies an 
“ex-ante conditionality” (foRay/goddaRd et 
al. 2012, 10) for funding on specific thematic 
objectives of the European Regional Develop
ment Fund (ERDF): “Every Member States (sic) 
and region have to have such a well-developed 
strategy in place, before they can receive EU 
financial support through the Structural Funds 
for their planned innovation measures.” (foRay/
goddaRd et al. 2012, 10)

For this reason, Rehfeld (2013, 10 f.) calls smart 
specialisation a key concept of the ERDF policy. 
Many regions in the EU already have regional 
innovation strategies for smart specialisation 
(RIS3) in place, as the case studies in this paper 
demonstrate. RIS3 are “integrated, place-based 
economic transformation agendas” (foRay/
goddaRd et al. 2012, 9). They are characterized 
by certain specifics that distinguish them from 
conventional regional innovation strategies:

• They focus policy support and investments on 
key national/regional priorities, challenges 
and needs for knowledge-based development, 
including ICT-related measures;

• They build on each country’s / region’s 
strengths, competitive advantages and poten-
tial for excellence;

• They support technological as well as prac-
tice-based innovation and aim to stimulate pri-
vate sector investment;

“
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• They get stakeholders fully involved and en-
courage innovation and experimentation;

• They are evidence-based and include sound 
monitoring and evaluation systems.” (foRay/
goddaRd et al. 2012, 9)

Some of these strategies were either developed 
several years ago or have evolved over many 
years. Consequently, these strategies and the ba-
sic ideas they build on are often older than smart 
specialisation discussions. Still, the existing 
RIS3 are probably only a harbinger of the future 
policy relevance of smart specialisation once it 
is applied EU-wide.

An additional fact points to the high relevance of 
smart specialisation in EU policy making. Con-
sidering the tendency for EU regional, techno-
logy and development policies to follow similar 
thematic concepts (and maybe even to converge 
to a certain degree), smart specialisation might 
also gain relevance in development cooperation, 
e. g. through the EU’s pre-accession assistance, 
its neighborhood policy, or the European De
velopment Fund, and certainly in the upcoming 
technology policy “Horizon 2020” and in the 
“Regions of Knowledge” program (Rehfeld 
2013, 4, 11). All of this strongly highlights the 
relevance that smart specialisation can be ex-
pected to enjoy during the coming years.

Theoretical aspects of smart specialisa-
tion

Smart specialisation originated as a sectoral ap-
proach and has more recently been applied in a 
regional policy context (Mccann/oRtega-aR-
gilés 2011). In this new meaning, as well as its 
reception in practical regional policy in particu-
lar, it is probably less a full-fledged theoretical 
concept and more a label. In fact, it might be re-
garded as what MaRkusen (1999) calls a “fuzzy 
concept”. Still, the notion of smart specialisation 
fits well among recent trends in economic geo-
graphy. It incorporates various aspects of evo-
lutionary economics, e. g. the focus on variation 
and path dependency as well as the notion of 
related variety (nelson/WinteR 1982; asheiM/
BoschMa/cooke 2007; fRenken / van  ooRt / 
veRBuRg 2007; BoschMa/iaMMaRino 2009; 
Mccann / oRtega-aRgilés 2011; Bathelt /
glückleR 2012). Indeed, the thought that spe-
cialization should develop in the course and as 
a consequence of an entrepreneurial discovery 

process (foRay/david/hall 2009) is a highly 
evolutionary idea.

Smart specialisation suggests a participatory 
fundamental perspective. It combines top-down 
and bottom-up approaches. In its intended use 
in future EU structural policy, the requirement 
that regions need a RIS3 to be eligible for cer-
tain funding lines of the ERDF represents a top-
down stream of the (applied) approach. At the 
same time, the use of regional agents’ energy, 
creativity and knowledge utilizes bottom-up 
dynamics (Rehfeld 2013, 9). Therefore, smart 
specialisation offers a way of ensuring both em-
powerment of regional and local agents and their 
ownership of the process. These are important 
prerequisites for the sustainability and the effec-
tiveness of regional economic strategies in the 
long term. In this regard, smart specialisation 
certainly features among regional policy’s more 
modern concepts.

Another characteristic of smart specialisation is 
that it is essentially growth-oriented. Instead of 
compensating for weaknesses of regions with 
structural deficits, it focuses on promoting re-
gional strengths. This principle places smart 
specialisation in line with the observable long-
term reorientation of European structural policy 
towards an increasing use of growth-oriented in-
struments (Bathelt/glückleR 2012, 324–328).

Finally, smart specialisation is closely related to 
the cluster approach that has been intensively 
used in EU structural policy (and the EU’s in-
dustrial and research policy) during recent years. 
While specialization is a broader notion than 
clustering, clusters can still be (and often are) 
major pillars of RIS3 (Rehfeld 2013). After all, 
the European Commission (2010, 7) states that 
clusters “are an important element in smart spe-
cialisation strategies. They provide a favourable 
environment to foster competitiveness and drive 
innovation. Support for their development needs 
to be concentrated on areas of comparative ad-
vantage” and that the development of RIS3 
“aims at concentrating resources on the most 
promising areas of comparative advantage, e. g. 
on clusters, existing sectors and cross-sectoral 
activities, eco-innovation, high value-added 
markets or specific research areas” (European 
Commission 2010, 11).

The attention and enthusiasm that smart special-
isation currently enjoys in EU regional policy 
does, however, diverge from its theoretical foun-
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dations. If smart specialisation is, to some ex-
tent, a fuzzy concept, the same can be said even 
more strongly about its reception in practical 
policy making. This vagueness leads to weak-
nesses of the concept as it is currently discussed 
in the discourse on future EU regional policy.

Strengths and shortcomings of smart 
specialisation

First, one can ask what is especially new about 
smart specialisation. While from a theoretical 
perspective, the integration of central aspects 
of evolutionary economics and especially of 
the thought of an entrepreneurial discovery 
process into regional policy is certainly inno-
vative, this novel aspect of smart specialisation 
appears somewhat attenuated in the realm of 
practical policy making. The fact that in some 
regions RIS3 came into existence long before 
smart specialisation became fashionable in EU 
regional policy exemplifies this problem. The 
following case studies provide examples for the 
genesis of such long-standing regional innova-
tion strategies or of RIS3 that were developed 
out of pre-existing cluster strategies. If this were 
the primary ways of implementing smart spe-
cialisation, it would just be another label in EU 
regional policy.

From a theoretical perspective, however, this 
does not necessarily need to be the case. Smart 
specialisation does not need to be a mere con-
tinuation of established policies, and it certainly 
should not be only that. A coherent strategy of 
smart specialisation can add much to EU re-
gional policy – not the least by combining with 
those more traditional approaches of regional 
policy that have applied successfully. Yet, in-
consistencies within EU regional policy need to 
be resolved. While smart specialisation calls for 
regions to autonomously set their own regional 
development agendas, EU structural funds in the 
new program period of 2014–2020 will most 
likely focus on several politically set priorities 
derived from the “Europe 2020” strategy. As a 
measure to implement Europe 2020 in EU re-
gional policy, smart specialisation is confronted 
with high hopes that it can contribute to achiev-
ing the EU’s current growth priorities: “The 
RIS3 approach is relevant to all three priorities 
of Europe 2020, i. e. smart, sustainable and in-
clusive growth. First of all, smart specialisation 
matters for the future of Europe because the de-
velopment of an economy based on knowledge 

and innovation remains a fundamental challenge 
for the EU as a whole. Secondly, smart speciali-
sation is relevant to achieve sustainable growth, 
as an important innovation effort and consider-
able investment is required to shift towards a 
resource-efficient and low-carbon economy, of-
fering opportunities in domestic and global mar-
kets. Finally, smart specialisation contributes to 
inclusive growth between and within regions by 
strengthening territorial cohesion and by manag-
ing structural change, creating economic oppor-
tunity and investing in skills development, better 
jobs and social innovation.“ (foRay/goddaRd et 
al. 2012, 9)

This orientation toward the priorities set by 
Europe 2020, along with the conditionality ap-
proach the European Commission is expected 
to employ is a strong indicator of the top-down 
stream of action in future EU regional policy. 
As long as conditionalities refer to framework 
conditions, e. g. the requirement that regions de-
velop RIS3, a potentially beneficial combination 
of top-down effectiveness criteria and bottom-
up dynamics could arise. When, in contrast, 
conditionalities impose sectoral or technological 
priorities derived from European-level programs 
like Europe 2020, the scope for regions to let 
their economies unfold along their own trajecto-
ries becomes somewhat limited. Such a tendency 
would certainly contradict smart specialisation’s 
potential to benefit from idiosyncratic regional 
strengths.

One remarkable issue about smart specialisa-
tion is that it requires “a sound analysis of the 
regional economy, society, and innovation struc-
ture, aiming at assessing both existing assets and 
prospects for future development” (foRay/god-
daRd et al. 2012, 19). It is obvious that such an 
analysis is a critical prerequisite for any policy 
that builds on regional specialization. If existing 
or emerging specializations are to be promoted, 
they have to be identified at the outset of the pro-
cess (and often at later stages, too). While this 
is actually true for almost all kinds of regional 
policy, this principle is often not adhered to. The 
practical implementation of cluster policy in 
many regions provides a vivid example for this 
phenomenon (e. g. kiese 2008; WRoBel/kiese 
2009; BenneR 2012). It remains to be seen if this 
advice is heeded in the practical implementation 
of smart specialisation.

In the current discourse on future EU regional 
policy, smart specialisation exhibits a strong 
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focus on science, technology and innovation. 
This orientation unnecessarily narrows the 
potential of RIS3. Upgrading the competitive-
ness of industries such as tourism and retail 
might be promising ways of specialization in 
regions that are not necessarily connected to 
“high-tech” innovation. While such industries 
can still be innovative, they do indeed differ 
from knowledge-intensive industries and the 
innovation processes occurring within such 
industries which often involve at least some 
degree of systematic research and develop-
ment. Relevant knowledge constituting highly 
competitive specializations can also consist of 
routines and practical knowledge developed 
and applied outside of academic communities 
or explicit research and development activities. 
Some industries outside of “high-tech” areas 
build their dynamic competitiveness mainly 
on such sources of innovation. This fact should 
be taken into account in the design of RIS3, so 
that competitive upgrading promoted by RIS3 
implementation is not confined to industries 
conducting research and development (R & D). 
Consequently, the re levance of non-science 
knowledge is emphasized by foRay/goddaRd 
et al. (2012, 13): “Entrepreneurial knowledge 
involves much more than science and tech-

nology. Rather, it combines and relates this to 
knowledge of market growth potential, likely 
competitors and the entire set of input and ser-
vices required for launching a new business 
activity.”

While a narrow view of innovation is not nec-
essarily an element of the of smart specialisa-
tion as a concept (foRay/david/hall 2009), the 
high prominence that smart specialisation can be 
expected to gain in the EU’s research policy dur-
ing the coming years might lead to such a direc-
tion which would then need to be balanced by 
opening it to other regional policy sectors. This 
opening would call for several different tracks 
of smart specialisation in EU policy. Gener-
ally, regional specialization development should 
adopt a cross-cutting perspective and should 
not be limited to the domain of regional policy. 
Such development ought to be reflected in other 
policy areas, too, such as education and training 
which are important to the regional competence 
base (foRay/david/hall 2009; Rehfeld 2013, 
9). While theoretically it appears straightfor-
ward, adopting such a cross-cutting perspective 
would be difficult to implement, given the EU’s 
limited competence in education and training 
policies.

Smart specialisation in Nord - Pas de Calais

Nord - Pas de Calais is an old industrialized region in the north of France. Coal mining, textile 
and steel industries were dominant in the past. During industrialization in the 19th century, the 
region was one of France’s leading industrial  areas. When heavy industries in the region went in-
to decline, the region developed new strengths in railway transport, the automotive industry and 
logistics. However, in recent decades the automotive industry in Nord - Pas de Calais was con-
fronted with difficulties. The region strives to renew its industrial base by entering sectors such 
as information and communication technologies, health, and environmental technologies. The 
region’s startup scene is dynamic but somewhat lacking a high degree of innovativeness. The 
region tackled these challenges with the launch of a Regional Innovation Strategy in 2009 that 
now represents its RIS3. The strategy aimed at supporting innovative startups, assisting small 
and medium-sized industries (SME) in strategy and human capital development, attracting high-
tech investment, and improving the region’s image. Part of the strategy was the establishment of 
six cluster initiatives called “pôles d’excellence et de compétitivité” both in established sectors 
(e. g. in the textile industry with a focus on the development of materials and on design) and in 
new ones (e. g. in the health sector, connected with the existing nutrition industry). Currently em-
phasis is put on developing synergies with the neighboring regions of Picardie and Champagne 
(France) and Wallonia (Belgium). The strategy’s implementation was assisted to a considerabe 
extent by EU structural funds. In particular, the ERDF was supposed to provide 266.7 mio. € for 
the support of research and development, innovation, and businesses in the program period 2007 
to 2013. Other large-scale ERDF funding was planned for other  areas such as the environment, 
climate change and risk prevention, and accessibility. The European Social Fund (ESF) sup-
ported activities aimed at improving the adaptability of employers and em ployees to structural 
change (oRtega-aRgilés 2012, 88 ff.).
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Significant criticisms against the very concept 
of smart specialisation may also be raised. As of 
now, smart specialisation does not fully incorpo-
rate evolutionary economics into regional policy, 
despite including some basic evolutionary con-
cepts like variation, selection and path depen-
dency. Smart specialisation as it is currently dis-
cussed with respect to EU regional policy, sug-
gests that the entrepreneurial discovery process 
is conceptualized on the regional level but not 
where it actually takes place, which is the mi-
cro-level of individual agents and their relation-
ships with each other. The role that governance 
plays on the regional level for the entrepreneur-
ial discovery process in the smart specialisation 
discourse is revealed in the way the process is 
described by foRay/goddaRd et al. (2012, 13): 
“This process can reveal what a country or re-
gion does best in terms of R & D and innovation 
because entrepreneurial actors are best placed 
to know or discover what they are good at pro-
ducing. This typically happens through trial and 
error and experimentation in new activities. Re-
gions (!) therefore need to pro-actively involve 
entrepreneurial actors in strategy design and of-
fer more incentives for risk taking.”

Entrepreneurs are supposed to participate in 
the process, but in a collective manner and in 
centrally governed and regionally organized 
and institutionalized fora: “An effective appre-
ciation of entrepreneurial dynamic can only be 
performed if entrepreneurial actors and man-
agement and governance bodies responsible of 
RIS3 engage in direct discussion. A RIS3 should 
hence provide for a set of consultation and au-
diting tools, as for instance technology auditing, 
interviews with cluster management and firms, 
mixed working groups, setting up of observa-

tories and monitoring organizations.” (foRay/
goddaRd et al. 2012, 21)

RIS3 formulation thus is intended to follow 
a public-private partnership model: “Innova-
tion users or groups representing demand-side 
perspectives and consumers, relevant nonprofit 
organizations representing citizens and work-
ers should all be taken on board of the design 
process of RIS3. (…) In order to secure that all 
stakeholders own and share the strategy, gover-
nance schemes should allow for ‘collaborative 
leadership’, meaning that hierarchies in decision 
making should be flexible enough in order to let 
each actor to (sic) have a role and eventually 
take the lead in specific phases of RIS3 design, 
according to actors’ characteristics, background, 
and capacities. (…) The governance structure 
should have a dedicated Steering Group or a 
Management Team, a Knowledge Leadership 
Group or Mirror Group, and should also allow 
for thematic or project-specific working groups.” 
(foRay/goddaRd et al. 2012, 22) While pursu-
ing a public-private partnership model is prob-
ably a good idea for the way a RIS3 is developed 
(in contrast to classical, hierarchical methods of 
pure top-down strategy formulation), it is very 
doubtful whether this is a viable alternative to 
markets in organizing entrepreneurial discovery 
processes of path creation and development.

Coordination by public agents is seen as a “lens” 
(Mccann/oRtega-aRgilés 2011, 19) for de-
signing policies for implementing RIS3. This 
metaphor leads to an important caveat: A lens 
does not only focus on selected aspects of real-
ity. It also fades others out, even if they might be 
relevant to the whole picture. An approach that 
concentrates on a participatory but nevertheless 

The regional innovation strategy process in Nord - Pas de Calais highlights the phenomenon that 
pre-existing strategies (and in this case one that has even been implemented for several years) 
are re-branded as RIS3. While for an old industrialized region it seems logical to pursue the goal 
of industrial renewal by supporting new and emerging industries with the means of innovation 
policy, it is far less clear to discern the notion of smart specialisation in the regional innovation 
strategy of Nord - Pas de Calais. Specialization through cluster policy is a dominant part of the 
strategy, but the notion of an entrepreneurial discovery process does not figure prominently. 
Promoting entrepreneurship is an important prerequisite to the discovery of new technological 
and commercial trajectories in a region, but building a regional environment conducive to open-
minded experimentation is likely to require more generalized policies than those connected with 
the cluster policy that the region of Nord - Pas de Calais pursues. Emphasizing experimentation 
and discovery on the one hand and specialization on the other would help to develop comprehen-
sive regional innovation policies that would effectively include the notion of smart specialisation 
and facilitate the development of genuine RIS3.
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centrally and publicly governed process toward 
path discovery poses the danger of precluding 
(or at least not promoting adequately) possible 
trajectories apart from those already discerned 
and pursued by a region’s agents. A collabora-
tive entrepreneurial discovery process as envis-
aged by the elaboration of an RIS3 by stakehold-
ers from within the regional economy favors 
insiders who already have a say in the pursuit of 
trajectories, and who might therefore exhibit a 
tendency to conserve established paths and per-
ceptions. While this effect can be conducive to 
specialization, it may not always be so for the 
discovery of totally new paths. In extreme cases, 
the danger of lock-in looms (gRaBheR 1993).

If a region is to embark on a discovery process 
that unleashes entrepreneurial dynamism, it 
will need to give outsiders a chance to search 
and experiment. “Outsiders” here refer to those 
within the region who do not yet have a say in 
major strategic decision-making processes in the 
regional economy, e. g. university students or 
graduates, employees who have not yet arrived 
in executive functions, or entrepreneurs prior to 
starting and growing their businesses. Giving a 
chance to “outsiders” could even refer to encour-
aging this search and experiment process among 
immigrants. Further, some regions could stimu-
late discovery processes by attempting to attract 
creative individuals. A combined top-down/
bottom-up approach can be pursued in a par-
ticipatory discovery process which is governed 
on the regional level. This process can involve 
a large set of stakeholders, but not those that are 
yet to come up in the future (e. g. future univer-
sity graduates, spinoffs, entrepreneurs). The ap-
proach thus leaves no way of integrating their 
(future) choices and trajectories into the logic 
of a region’s specialization. Thus, a discovery 
process governed at the regional level does not 
sufficiently allow pluralism among a regional 
economy’s agents, which is at the very core of 
Schumpeterian processes of creative destruc-
tion, and thus of path creation and development. 
This thought was essentially part of the origi-
nal, sectoral smart specialisation concept, but 
it seems to have lost its central role upon smart 
specialisation’s transfer into the domain of re-
gional policy. Mccann/oRtega-aRgilés (2011, 
21) indeed acknowledge that “the fact that in the 
original policy concept it is the entrepreneurs 
and not the regional policy makers who are as-
sumed to be best equipped for identifying the 
smart specialisation opportunities therefore also 
poses an additional policy-design challenge.”

Underlying this orientation is the fact that smart 
specialisation considers the potential of regional 
policy to influence the regional economy’s evo-
lution to be high. It potentially over-estimates 
the degree of political controllability of evo-
lutionary developments in a market economy. 
Such evolutionary developments are relational, 
path-dependent, contingent and contextual pro-
cesses (Bathelt/glückleR 2012). These char-
acteristics make them much less conducive to 
central governance than the applied smart spe-
cialisation logic implies. foRay/david/hall 
(2009, 2) stress that “policy makers should ac-
cept that their role in “selecting the right areas 
for specialization” may be a more modest one 
than is usually envisaged when support for in-
fant industries and support for technology start-
ups are under discussion.” This prudence against 
an overestimation of the impact achievable by 
public policy certainly seems wise, and equal-
ly emphasizes the participatory perspective of 
smart specialisation involving public and pri-
vate agents. However, smart specialisation still 
involves a coordination process for established 
stakeholders that needs to be governed by public 
policy. While this can be a useful approach when 
some structure already exists and is to be further 
promoted (as is the case in cluster policy, e. g.), 
the coordination process does not appear suit-
able for stimulating an open discovery process 
that will often (and should) lead to new ideas. 
While the discovery process as part of smart 
specialisation is supposed to make existing po-
tentials in science and technology visible, this 
focus may just be too narrow. The knowledge or 
competence base existing in a region (Rehfeld 
2013, 9) will often be far too extensive and com-
plex to review it in its entirety, even via a partici-
patory coordination process involving various 
regional stakeholders. Identifying possible mar-
ketable uses for existing knowledge (which can 
encompass much more than “only” science and 
technology) is often a process guided by chance, 
rather than formal coordination. While coordina-
tion fora are surely useful for this purpose, they 
are certainly not sufficient in achieving an entre-
preneurial process of discovering promising uses 
of existing knowledge that are useful a particular 
regional context. Discovery likely depends less 
on coordination on the regional level (Rehfeld 
2013, 11) and more on experimentation and 
 trial-and-error loops between agents. This idea 
of individualized search and discovery processes 
is closely related to the evolutionary notion of 
variation. Despite its recognizable roots in evo-
lutionary economics, smart specialisation thus 
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tends to underestimate the importance of varia-
tion, at least on the micro-level (which is argu-
ably where variation occurs in the first place).

As smart specialisation can be brought up in the 
well-known controversy weighing the benefits 
of specialization against those of diversifica-
tion (e. g. glaeseR/kallal et al. 1992; van deR 
Panne 2004; van deR Panne / van BeeRs 2006), 
it needs to address the notion of related vari-
ety (asheiM/BoschMa/cooke 2007; fRenken /
van ooRt / veRBuRg 2007; BoschMa/iaMMa-
Rino 2009). Related variety is relevant for smart 
specialisation as it allows for the technological 
diversification of regions (Mccann/oRtega-
aRgilés 2011, 16 f.). This concept is important 
because “if smart specialisation is to be success-
fully integrated into regional policy it is neces-
sary to develop regional policies which promote 
technological diversification amongst the most 
embedded industries which have the relevant 
scale to generate significant local impacts” (Mc-
cann/oRtega-aRgilés 2011, 18). Related vari-
ety is indeed regarded as a critical factor in the 
design of RIS3: “The key to successful differen-
tiation is to exploit related variety, which sug-
gests that a regional economy can build its com-
petitive advantage by diversifying its unique, 
localized know-how into new combinations and 
innovations which are close or adjacent to it.” 
(foRay/goddaRd et al. 2012, 19)

But how can related variety be integrated into 
the design and implementation of a RIS3 when 
specialization is defined in a political and col-
lective process? It is hard to imagine the evo-
lution of related variety being agreed upon by 
major regional stakeholders (or even ordered in 
a hierarchical way). It seems a more promising 
approach to let related variety develop indepen-
dently, i. e. in the entrepreneurial discovery and 
experimentation processes of individual agents, 
and enabled by suitable framework conditions in 
the business environment and R & D policy.

Smart specialisation calls for an organized 
process of collaborative identification of both 
knowledge and trajectories. According to the 
logic behind smart specialisation, the entrepre-
neurial discovery process needs to be governed 
on the regional level. The perceived need for 
collective coordination of the discovery and 
specialization process unnecessarily narrows 
the scope for discovery and experimentation. 
Entrepreneurial discovery does not necessar-
ily take place in collaborative arrangements but 

also occurs in competitive environments and 
in non-institutionalized relationships among 
agents – that is, in a context of social embed-
dedness (gRanovetteR 1985). Such contexts 
for entrepreneurial discovery do not necessarily 
require central governance and do not appear to 
figure strongly in smart specialisation as applied 
to EU regional policy. This means, however, that 
levers critical for the development of regional 
technological and economic trajectories are ne-
glected.

Promising opportunities can surely be identified 
in coordinated processes, but this is not the only 
– and maybe not even the primary – way. Quite a 
few prominent inventions have been undertaken 
by inventors working alone and against consid-
erable resistance from established technology 
and business communities. Many such changes 
were undertaken by small groups of innovators 
who set up their own businesses. Examples for 
innovations developed in formalized coordina-
tion arrangements are much more difficult to 
find. Ironically, contrary to the basic argument 
forwarded by foRay/david/hall (2009), which 
states that coordinating the entrepreneurial dis-
covery process counters the low degree of ap-
propriability of the social value of innovations 
by the inventor, formalized coordination actual-
ly reduces incentives for inventors to share their 
ideas about how to use regionalized knowledge. 
Doing so in a small group of close business part-
ners at the micro-level, e. g. in an entrepreneurial 
team of founders of the same startup, therefore 
appears much more conducive to stimulating 
entrepreneurial creativity and risk-taking. Col-
lective coordination should therefore take place 
after a certain degree of experimentation on 
the micro-level has already occurred and when 
needs and opportunities for policy interventions 
are more clearly visible.

The conceptualization of the entrepreneurial 
discovery process as collective coordination 
symbolizes a general problem with the current 
smart specialisation discourse: Essentially, this 
notion of smart specialisation treats regions as 
agents (i. e. as entrepreneurs) which they are not. 
Smart specialisation should focus not a region’s 
entrepreneurial discovery process, but a discov-
ery process that unleashes entrepreneurial dyna-
mism in a region. Within such a perspective, a 
region constitutes an arena for the actions and 
relationships of the economic and social agents 
involved in it, instead of being an agent itself 
(Bathelt/glückleR 2012).
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Another criticism refers to the distinction be-
tween leader and follower regions and the ad-
vice given to them on which technologies to 
concentrate. This distinction symbolizes the 
problem of the discussed view that considers 
regions as agents and even as entrepreneurs. 
General purpose technologies can develop in 
regions with a strong position in previous and 
related technologies, but due to chance events 
and windows of locational opportunity (stoR-
PeR/WalkeR 1989), they might also emerge in 
regions with no pre vious related technologi-

cal experience whatsoever. If some agents in a 
“follower” region happen to undertake radical 
innovations (which might even have a certain 
probability due to possible lock-in effects in 
“leader” regions that can tip the balance towards 
more incremental forms of innovation), a “fol-
lower” region may become a “leader” region in 
the re levant new technology. It would thus be 
far more justified to distinguish between techno-
logically leading and following companies, en-
trepreneurs, or other agents, than between leader 
and follower regions.

Cluster policy in Berlin-Brandenburg

The Berlin-Brandenburg region is characterized by a weak industrial base but rather strong 
R & D structure mainly based on public R & D. Know ledge-intensive business services are major 
drivers for growth in Berlin. The regional innovation policy focuses on promoting of clusters 
through the InnoBB strategy. It continues on the path of cluster promotion pursued since 2005. 
The strategy aims at developing “future fields” into clusters. By that it is meant that in sectors 
with a certain critical mass of enterprises and scientific institutions that are related in a value-
chain perspective or that share a similar knowledge base, cluster management provides services 
for knowledge and technology transfer as well as for general networking and for international-
ization. Sectors for cluster promotion are life sciences (biotech and medical technologies), en-
ergy, information and communication technologies/media/creative industries, optical technolo-
gies, and transport system technologies. Cross-cutting  areas such as materials, production and 
automation technologies, clean technologies, and security are to be promoted in all clusters. The 
InnoBB smart specialisation/cluster strategy was adopted in June 2011 by the governments of 
the two Länder Berlin and Brandenburg. Its implementation was supported through ERDF co-
funding. Two venture capital funds were established, one for technology-oriented enterprises and 
one for creative industries. In addition, a Technology Coaching Center was set-up. Already since 
2009, there is a technology transfer alliance that encompasses, inter alia, organizations represent-
ing enterprises, the Chamber of Industry and Commerce, and R & D institutions. It is supposed 
to encourage enterprises and R & D institutions to collaborate (Senat von Berlin / Regierung des 
Landes Brandenburg 2011; oRtega-aRgilés 2012, 48 ff.). The InnoBB strategy is to be further 
elaborated on a strategic level in annual “innovation summits” that enable the participation of re-
gional stakeholders such as policy makers, entrepreneurs, and experts (Senat von Berlin / Regie
rung des Landes Brandenburg 2011; ZAB Brandenburg 2013).

While the InnoBB strategy contains features of a classical cluster strategy, it is much harder to 
spot characteristics of the smart specialisation logic. Cluster promotion does indeed fit well into 
the central idea of smart specialisation because a certain degree of specialization is a defining 
element of clusters. The notion of an entrepreneurial discovery process on the regional level 
is, however, not a main thrust of the InnoBB strategy. Within the promoted clusters, entrepre-
neurial search and discovery processes by entrepreneurs and other agents, either individually or 
in collaboration with each other, can certainly occur. The networking and technology transfer 
promotion activities implemented in the framework of the InnoBB strategy might encourage 
such micro-level discovery processes. But the cluster approach could limit their openness. While 
clusters can indeed be a promising tool to further develop established specializations, a smart 
specialisation strategy that is supposed to encourage wide and open entrepreneurial discovery 
processes from the very outset, i. e. starting from the regional knowledge base, would need more 
generic instruments, too. Thus the InnoBB strategy can serve as an example of how pragmati-
cally the label of smart specialisation can be used to denominate pre-existing programs (Rehfeld 
2013, 11).
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The criticisms presented against the current dis-
course on smart specialisation are connected to its 
static orientation. It is basically a static concept 
that seems to focus on a one-off definition and 
the subsequent implementation of specialization 
but accounts neither for time-bound chances and 
constraints of specialization (e. g. windows of 
locational opportunity) nor for its development 
in time. The discovery process that is central to 
smart specialisation is directed at “discovering” 

promising ways of specialization rather than 
developing or experimenting with them. This 
thinking implies a basic view that pathways to-
wards economic success are already laid out in a 
region’s knowledge or competence base. In a dy-
namic perspective, however, pursuing promising 
trajectories linking knowledge and its economic 
use is often a trial-and-error process in which 
existing knowledge is used and combined, new 
knowledge is created, suitable routines are elab-

Smart specialisation in tourism: The Balearic Islands

In 1998, the Regional Innovation and Techno logy Transfer Strategy (RITTS) for the Balearic 
Islands went into effect, starting a process that led to several plans for science, technology and 
innovation. This process involved major stakeholders in the regional innovation system, e. g. 
research centers, innovation and technology centers, enterprises, scientific centers, chambers 
and associations, and clusters initiatives. The recent science, technology and innovation plan is 
regarded as the region’s RIS3. Its goals follow those of typical regional innovation strategies, 
e. g. linking the science and technology sector and enterprises and promoting entrepreneurship. 
It does, however, consider the region’s strong competitive position in the tourism industry. With 
more than ten million tourists per year, the Balearic Islands account for nearly one-fifth of total 
tourist arrivals in Spain. Tourism accounts for more than 40 % of regional GDP compared with 
roughly 11 % on the national level. 30 % of regional employment is provided by tourism, as well 
as more than 80 % of exports and almost 40 % of taxes. The tourism industry is thus seen as a 
driver of the regional economy that does not pursue research and development itself but utilizes 
knowledge produced in the science and technology sector. A central element of the RIS3 is to 
link tourism with other industries, e. g. information and communication technologies, environ-
mental and sea technologies, life sciences, bio health and biotechnology, creative industries, 
music and media. In these areas, clusters are promoted. The Balears Tourism Cluster Initiative 
created in 2007 provides a network for tourism enterprises, public agents, and research institu-
tions. The Turistec Cluster focuses on information and communication technologies relevant for 
tourism. In addition, between 2007 and 2009, several other clusters were established: IDIMAR 
for environmental and sea technologies, CLAB for media, BIOBIB for biohealth and biotech-
nology, and the Ibiza Music Cluster. The idea behind this clustering strategy linking tourism and 
specific technologies is that of related variety (Govern de les Illes Balears 2013). The Balearic 
Islands’ RIS3 is an interesting example for how existing regional specializations can be utilized. 
In contrast to other regions’ cluster strategies, the Balearic Islands’ clusters clearly focus on 
their links to the tourism industry. Considering the overwhelming importance of tourism for the 
region’s economy, this approach seems well founded. This can indeed be a way to implement the 
concept of related variety into regional policy-making practice.

However, an approach focusing on innovation appears to cover only parts of the tourism indus-
try. If the concept of smart specialisation was widened to include entrepreneurial discovery and 
experimentation processes not directly linked to science, technology and innovation but, for 
example, to efficiency-enhancing measures and marketing, it might offer more possibilities to 
promote a large and labor-intensive sector such as tourism. The cluster approach can be used for 
these other objectives in addition to the goal of stimulating innovation, but there are other re-
gional and tourism policy instruments too that could be used in such a widened smart specialisa-
tion strategy. However, it remains to be seen how the process of specialization on tourism- related 
technologies and competences will be governed and whether an entrepreneurial search and dis-
covery process based on micro-level dynamics ensues that has the potential to develop new fields 
of related variety in addition to those already promoted with the region’s cluster initiatives.
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orated upon, market opportunities are screened, 
and combinations of know ledge, routines, and 
markets are tested and continually adapted. Thus, 
there is probably no one decisive moment of path 
discovery predetermining a venture’s success but 
rather a multifaceted, evolutionary and often iter-
ative process of path creation and development, 
i. e. of experimentation. To provide a tool for re-
gions to develop their own sources of economic 
dynamism, smart specialisation needs to be con-
ceptualized in a way that integrates the relevance 
of micro-level experimentation.

Smart experimentation: integrating in-
dividual search processes into regional 
policy

To counter the criticisms mentioned, a more 
complete integration of evolutionary econo-
mics and of the broader perspective of relational 
thinking into regional policy is needed. Rela-
tional economic geography can be characterized 
by the central notions of path dependency, con-
textuality and contingency (Bathelt/glückleR 
2012). While path dependency is already an 
evolutionary thought that is implied in the en-
trepreneurial search process envisaged by smart 
specialisation, contextuality and contingency 
suggest that specialization should not (or maybe 
even cannot) be pre-defined by European or re-
gional policy makers. Rather, regional economic 
policy should provide a field for experimentation 
not just for those stakeholders involved in a for-
mal process of RIS3 formulation, but potentially 
for all agents in the regional economy. This idea 
leads to the new concept of smart experimenta-
tion introduced here.

The reasoning behind smart experimentation 
is similar to what altenBuRg (2011, 56) sees 
as the main goal of industrial policy, which is 
that it “encourages search processes”. In the 
context of regional policy, this thought needs to 
be widened as it is not focused on sectors but 
on regions. Experimentation puts the focus on 
individual agents and their relationships with 
each other, both within the region and beyond, 
instead of overestimating the power of political 
agents (policy makers and public administra-
tion) to govern and control evolutionary pro-
cesses in the regional economy. Experimenta-
tion leaves space for chance which can be an 
important driver in path creation, development 
and destruction, as the emergence of many clus-
ters demonstrates (BenneR 2012). Experimenta-

tion also lets regions benefit from windows of 
locational opportunity (stoRPeR/WalkeR 1989) 
and from path development in related variety 
(asheiM/BoschMa/cooke 2007; fRenken / van 
ooRt / veRBuRg 2007; BoschMa/iaMMaRino 
2009). The full potential of related variety can be 
utilized if and when independent path discovery, 
pursuit and development by economic agents are 
all enabled in a policy context that encourages 
experimentation. This leads to a policy context 
that builds heavily on variation’s relevance on 
the micro-level.

Promoting entrepreneurship is a central com-
ponent of smart experimentation. Still, encour-
aging search and discovery processes involves 
much more than applying established instru-
ments for entrepreneurship promotion (e. g. 
coaching, incubators, business planning com-
petitions). Rather, it is about creating a regional 
context and even a climate for creativity. The 
latter is defined here in a very broad sense and 
encompasses all kinds of knowledge creation, 
combination, absorption, and diffusion, includ-
ing practical know-how and market knowledge 
and experimentation. Specializations might arise 
as part of the experimentation process and can 
subsequently be promoted with specific strate-
gies, e. g. cluster promotion. In particular, link-
ing experimentation and cluster policy might en-
courage the relationship between revolving clus-
ter promotion and a generally stimulating envi-
ronment (BenneR 2012, 220 ff.). Following the 
reasoning of JacoBs (1969; 1984) and floRida 
(2004), an environment that stimulates creativ-
ity is conducive to path creation through experi-
mentation. This principle can lead to the emer-
gence of cluster potentials that can be promoted 
with a continuous and revolving cluster policy. 
This approach and the points of departure for 
cluster policy and a generic policy stimulating 
creativity, entrepreneurship and experimentation 
is demonstrated in Fig. 1. Smart experimenta-
tion comes into play on the latter aspect. When 
it is to be implemented in regional policy, smart 
experimentation can be complemented with con-
clusions from floRida’s (2004) creative capital 
theory and similar theories of regional creativity 
(e. g. asheiM 1997).

Smart experimentation can provide a basis for 
regional development that needs to be comple-
mented with specific and adequate policy in-
terventions. avniMelech/teuBal (2008, 156 f.) 
distinguish between horizontal and targeted 
policies, a difference which corresponds to the 
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distinction made here between generic policies 
that foster experimentation and policies aimed at 
promoting (further) specialization (e. g. cluster 
policy). These latter interventions must corres-
pond to paths that have unfolded in the search 
and experimentation process, e. g. cluster policy, 
urban renewal, tourism promotion, or sector-
specific innovation strategies. At the basis of 
this is a generic or horizontal policy that enables 
evolution and variation (avniMelech/teuBal 
2008, 160). Encouraging experimentation on 
the micro-level gives a strong and adequate role 
to competition and compensates the one-sided 
focus of smart specialisation on organized and 
governed collaboration. It is individual agents 
(and particularly entrepreneurs) in an often com-
petitive setting instead of whole regions that ex-
periment to enhance their competitiveness.

Smart experimentation is fundamentally a two-
step process. The first step is to encourage wide 
and open discovery and experimentation by 
many individual agents through the creation 
of a regional context that stimulates creativity. 
The second step is to promote new specializa-
tions and trajectories that have emerged during 
the discovery and experimentation process with 
well targeted public coordination and support 
interventions. Thus, smart experimentation is 
more than smart specialisation: The entrepre-
neurial experimentation and discovery process 
on the micro-level that draws on the regionalized 

knowledge base (defined in a very broad sense 
and encompassing not just academic knowledge 
but also practical competencies, market know-
ledge and creativity in the region) is the first step 
while the resulting specialization on the regional 
level comes second. Resulting trajectories that 
lead to new patterns of specialization on the re-
gional level modify the regionalized knowledge 
base. In consequence, there is a feedback loop 
that can lead to cumulative, circular and path-de-
pendent processes of experimentation and spe-
cialization, but also to contingent path changes 
and breaks (Rehfeld 2013, 11).

This two-step process is similar to what 
avniMelech/teuBal (2008) describe in their 
concept of evolutionary targeting which “oper-
ates by triggering and enhancing cumulative 
processes” (avniMelech/teuBal 2008, 160) 
and which they describe as a kind of infant-in-
dustry policy, albeit a very different one from the 
conventional “picking winners” approach that is 
commonly understood by this term: “[Evolution-
ary targeting] is based on a new, market-friendly 
and bottom-up view of targeting industries. It 
operates by enhancing market-led variety and 
pre-selection through horizontal policies, and 
accelerating market-led selection and develop-
ment/reproduction processes through coordina-
tion activities, targeted incentives, institutional 
changes, and other policies.” (avniMelech/
teuBal 2008, 160) By multiagent structures 

Fig. 1: The relationship between revolving cluster policy and smart experimentation
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they mean “clusters, sectors, markets, industries, 
product classes, and other multiagent institu-
tions” (avniMelech/teuBal 2008, 157). Essen-
tially, regional specializations can be considered 
as multiagent structures or as patterns consti-
tuted by them. avniMelech/teuBal (2008, 157) 
hold that often such multiagent structures are the 
result of evolutionary and path-dependent pro-
cesses: “Frequently, new multiagent structures 
result from a process of emergence, which is a 
cumulative process with positive feedback (…). 
Often the shift in emphasis from promoting indi-
vidual agents to promoting multiagent structures 
also involves a shift from horizontal to targeted 
programs. Thus an early, horizontal program 
would focus on stimulating functions like busi-
ness sector R & D of individual firms rather than 
stimulating a specific multiagent structure. As 
experience accumulates, not only in terms of in-
novation capabilities in the business sector, but 
also about areas with potential sustainable com-
petitive advantage, opportunities will arise for 
greater selectivity in the promotion of firms and 
the targeting of multiagent structures.”

Evolutionary targeting thus aims at the emer-
gence of multiagent structures and assigns pol-
icy a clear role in enabling the transition from 
emergence to targeting. While avniMelech/
teuBal (2008, 158) suggest a need for public 
coordination in the emergence and targeting3 of 
such multiagent structures (which is also a cen-
tral feature of smart specialisation), their reason-
ing hints at the role of experimentation in the 
cumulative process of emergence they describe. 
This notion is exactly what smart experimen-
tation adds to the logic of smart specialisation 
by enabling broad micro-level discovery and 
emergence processes through individual experi-
mentation. The interrelationships between the 
aggregate regional level and the micro-level of 
individual agents that smart experimentation es-
tablishes is shown in Fig. 2.

The contrast between the respective logics of 
smart experimentation and smart specialisation 
may be seen when comparing Fig. 2 and Fig. 3. 
Fig. 3 depicts the logic of smart specialisation 
as it is currently being discussed in the context 
of EU regional policy (e. g. foRay/goddaRd et 
al. 2012).

In contrast to smart experimentation, there is 
no direct link between micro-level dynamics 
of entrepreneurship and creativity on the one 
hand and the aggregate regional level on the 

other. The (partial) bottom-up nature of smart 
specialisation is characterized by entrepreneur 
participation (as defined in a wide sense). This 
participation takes place in collective and insti-
tutionalized strategy formulation fora on the re-
gional level. Based on regional economic struc-
ture analyses, these fora define regional special-
izations and agree upon strategies for utilizing 
and to strengthening specializations. However, 
the barrier between this collective process and 
individual path creation, discovery, development 
and destruction by individual or small groups 
of entrepreneurs on the micro-level means that 
these micro-level dynamics do not directly enter 
the process of regional specialization formation, 
which is crucial to smart specialisation. The re-
sults of micro-level dynamics only become vis-
ible indirectly if and when regional economic 
structure analyses are performed periodically 
and their results compared over time. Even more 
importantly, in this logic of smart specialisation, 
fostering micro-level dynamics is not perceived 
as a major part of regional policy objectives. 
Admittedly, entrepreneurship is acknowledged 
as an important pillar of regional policy: „Given 
the importance of entrepreneurial experiments 
and discovery, there is no contradiction between 
a smart specialisation policy and one to encour-
age entrepreneurship. On the contrary, these two 
policies are mutually reinforcing; without strong 
entrepreneurship, the strategy of smart speciali-
sation will fail because of a deficit in the entre-
preneurial knowledge needed to feed and nurture 
this strategy“ (foRay/goddaRd et al. 2012, 13).

This important insight is, however, not a cen-
tral thrust within the smart specialisation logic. 
Entrepreneurship promotion and smart speciali-
sation are seen as complementary but distinct 
while, in reality, the successful pursuit of a form 
of smart specialisation presupposing the utiliza-
tion of opportunities for path creation, discovery, 
development and destruction, is hard to imagine 
without first building upon the strong contribu-
tion of micro-level dynamics of individual entre-
preneurship. Smart experimentation overcomes 
this deficit of smart specialisation by establish-
ing a link between the micro-level of individual 
and relational entrepreneurship and the aggre-
gate regional level.

However, this does not mean that a participa-
tory and collective process of RIS3 formulation 
(and implementation) in a formalized public-
private partnership structure is a bad thing in 
itself and should be discarded altogether. On the 



46 Zeitschrift für Wirtschaftsgeographie Heft 1 / 2014

contrary, such a process holds considerable ben-
efits over a hierarchical, top-down and centrally 
planned policy-making process (which is why it 
is widely used, for example, in cluster policy). 
Smart experimentation can be combined with 
the bottom-up process of strategy formulation 
inherent to the smart specialisation logic (see 
Fig. 4). Indeed, this combination is an essential 
pillar of smart experimentation, too, as it builds 
on the smart specialisation concept and fur-
ther refines its logic by adding and integrating 
micro-level dynamics of entrepreneurship and 
creativity. Smart experimentation thus shares 

smart specialisation’s participatory perspec-
tive. Contrary to the currently dominant logic 
of smart specialisation, smart experimentation 
does not allow participatory strategy formu-
lation to play a dominant role in the entrepre-
neurial discovery process. Instead, smart ex-
perimentation perceives that the entrepreneurial 
discovery process, together with experimenta-
tion and trial-and-error, is assumed primarily 
on the micro-level by individual entrepreneurs 
and small groups, as well as in their relations 
with each other. Participatory and collective 
strategy formulation can only support this pro-

Fig. 2: Smart experimentation as a two-step process
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Fig. 3: The smart specialisation logic
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cess by converting the specializations resulting 
from path discovery, creation, development, and 
destruction emanating from micro-level experi-
mentation into RIS3 which are founded on the 
internal dynamics of a regional economy.

This, like the smart specialisation logic, presup-
poses analyses of the regional economic struc-
ture. To apply smart experimentation, instru-
ments for monitoring evolution in and of the re-
gional economy are therefore critical. Analysing 
the regional economy becomes a regular task. 
Such analyses should be performed periodically 
– somewhat in contrast to the one-off nature of 
analysing that can often be encountered in the 
process of strategy formulation in practical re-
gional policy and therefore can be expected to 
be encountered in the practical development of 
RIS3, considering the fact that they are often 
conventional regional development strategies or 
their successors which do not specifically take 
into account the particularities of the genuine 
smart specialisation logic.

In addition to the feedback loop of emerging 
new trajectories on the regional knowledge base, 
the recognition of regional specializations on the 
aggregate regional level and the ensuing par-
ticipatory and collective process of designing a 
RIS3 can have effects on the regional knowledge 
base and on micro-level experimentation and 

entrepreneurship if regional-policy measures 
devised in the RIS3 are implemented (provided 
they are effective). After all, this is the essence 
of regional policy under smart experimentation. 
Fig. 5 illustrates the complete cycle of smart ex-
perimentation and its evolutionary and policy-
making dynamics.

The relevance of micro-level dynamics in smart 
experimentation also counters the danger of 
placing too strong a focus on high-technology 
R & D where it is not appropriate. Micro-level 
search and experimentation processes will take 
place on the basis of the current technological 
stage of development that each regional eco-
nomy and its agents occupy. While efforts to up-
grade such groups’ knowledge and competence 
bases can be pursued with political interven-
tions, e. g. in policy domains such as education, 
training and science, the discovery, creation and 
development of economic trajectories suitable 
for a regional economy’s current capabilities can 
take place during the experimentation process. 
Incorporating micro-level dynamics thus greatly 
enhances the bottom-up elements of smart spe-
cialisation and greatly widens its applicability. 
For example, smart specialisation becomes even 
more applicable in development cooperation be-
cause it opens up enhanced possibilities for use 
in a diverse set of institutional contexts and in 
economies in varying stages of development.

Fig. 4: Combining smart experimentation with participatory RIS3 formulation
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Towards path-creating regional policies

Notwithstanding the above-mentioned criticisms, 
smart specialisation can certainly be a strong and 
beneficial notion for regional policy. Its evolu-
tionary orientation and explicit acknowledgment 
that regional specializations develop in the course 
of entrepreneurial search processes constitutes a 
major step towards a regional policy that incorpo-
rates insights from evolutionary economics. Smart 
specialisation does, however, neglect micro-level 
dynamics and relational aspects of contingency 
and contextuality. Combining smart specialisa-
tion with such micro-level discovery and experi-
mentation processes would acknowledge that a 
region is an arena for creative and entrepreneurial 
action and interaction on the micro- (and meso-)
level, with specialization being the result of such 
a continuous, path-dependent, contingent and 
contextual experimentation processes driven by 
entrepreneurs, other agents and groups of agents 
in both their own actions and their relationships 
with each other. Such a strategy of smart experi-
mentation would widen opportunities for path 
creation and make room for a potentially wide 
range of resulting regional specializations. Such 
specializations could then provide regions with 
new possibilities for the discovery and creation 
of idiosyncratic trajectories, and thus contribute 
to the development of new and specific sources of 
regional competitiveness and prosperity.

Notes
1 This article follows US spelling. However, since EU lite-

rature uses the spelling “smart specialisation”, it is adopt-
ed here for this particular term.

2 „Zugespitzt wird gehofft, dass es gelingt, das Schumpe-
tersche unternehmerische Entdeckungsverfahren in einen 
regionalen innovationsstrategischen Priorisierungspro-
zess zu transformieren.“ (Rehfeld 2013, 9)

3 Targeting is a more activist notion than supporting and 
promoting specialization. While targeting is about “build-
ing multiagent structures” (avniMelech/teuBal 2008, 
160), promoting specialization is about further develop-
ing and enhancing (at least to some degree) existing ones. 
Considering the imperfect information that policy makers 
have at their disposal (as well as other potential sources 
of government failure), such a more careful approach ap-
pears sensible. Still, the basic arguments of avniMelech/
teuBal (2008) considering the two-step process of emer-
gence and targeting/promotion of specialization hold true 
for both approaches.
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