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INTRODUCTION 
 
The topic of innovation has been on the agenda of many intermediary organisations and policy 
makers for many years, the "innovate or die" dilemma of these days. Their attention focuses on the 
provision of support services to entrepreneurs and enterprises, few attention is given to auto 
innovation in those organizations.  

Moreover, when a public sector innovation is introduced, it is often more a “copy paste” of a buzz 
concept than a real tailored solution in response to an identified regional challenge. In many cases, 
the adopters have indeed no access to the human capital or funding sources needed to ensure a 
successful implementation of the innovation concept. 

Last but not least, public entities are promoting the concept of innovation without being able to 
innovate themselves. One would expect public administrations advocating business innovation as a 
driver of regional development to be able to innovate in their own organisations, but this is seldom 
the case.  

This paper will try to explain the reasons of these observations and to point out some possible 
solutions. 

There are many Regional Development Agencies operating at national or transnational level in 
Europe. These RDAs have different structures, characteristics and status. According to the 2012 
EURADA records, there are approximately 130 RDAs all over Europe. These agencies have been 
operating since 1950. Their different structures make it difficult to study them as global entities. 
Addressing the innovation challenge requires to keep this aspect in mind. Actions to be taken can 
change from one region to another.  
 
 

PART I: SETTING THE SCENE 
 
1. The impact of the administrative ecosystem on RDAs 

RDAs cannot always be blamed if they appear as rather conservative organisations. Indeed, they 
have to report to or seek permission from the regional and national administration which are often 
"innovation adverse" for a lot of reasons such as: resistance to change, risk adversity, preference for 
the "business as usual" way of doing things, error-free culture, castrating regulatory/administrative 
frameworks, respect and report to a pyramid authority/hierarchy based on seniority, poor or even no 
rewarding mechanism, "not invented here syndrome", low regard for public administration, ... 

Amongst the main supposed or real brakes to innovation in the field of regional development there 
are: the EU legislations related to State Aid and public procurement, the national resistance to allow 
public organizations to invoice for the services they provide or their obligation to offer universal 
services instead of supporting the most "promising winners" or "hidden champions" as well as the 
restriction to manage financial engineering instruments. Last but not least, in some counties there is 
a tradition to solve a problem by creating a new legal entity which at the end of the day creates an 
unreadable map of intermediary organizations.  
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2. What forms of innovation is in the hands of RDAs? 

A priori, intermediary organisations such as RDAs can innovate trough one or all of the following 
forms: 

- Organizational innovation 

- Process innovation 

- Conceptual innovation 

- Innovative funding sources  

- Knowledge management innovation 

The meaning of those forms of innovation for RDAs is described below in Part 2. 
 
3. Pre-requisites for a successful innovation strategy 

Innovation in RDAs needs to be based upon: 

 A set of critical principles such as: 

- A business model and a mission statement allowing innovation to take place; 

- Continuous improvement of the decision-making system and the way of delivering support 

services; 

- Focus on the end users: permanent identification of challenges and real needs and overcoming 

their fear of bureaucratic procedures; 

- Mutation from an "offer-driven" approach to a more "demand-oriented" one; 

- Search for next generation solutions which will provide higher added value; 

- Sharing knowledge and developing horizontal and transregional partnerships; 

- Advantage of ICT and new forms of management: investment in digital communication 

technologies. 

 Some factors that RDAs must achieve to be innovative: 

- An effective leadership with an innovative vision; 

- The full empowerment of all stakeholders and the staff; 

- A result-orientated corporate culture; 

- A clear monitoring and impact assessment process; 

- Entrepreneurial innovation culture; 

- Absorption of the knowledge and innovation practices identified; 

- Training in innovation management and creativity team building; 

- Set up of an effective rewarding mechanism. 

 Proposed seven keys for a better design 

- Introducing a culture of innovation by challenging the "business as usual" comfort zone and 

enhancing a risk taking culture; 

- Involving potential end users from the start; 

- Searching for the excellence not only for an average nor a universal solution; 

- Setting milestones for each new idea to be tested: if you have to fail, fail quickly! 

- Documenting the innovation path by prototyping the solution before launching a pilot; 

- Promoting an open innovation system to involve all stakeholders in the public administration 

venture; 

- Enhancing an open-minded attitude by all the hierarchy and adopting an as flat as possible 

organisation chart.  
 
4. What is the role of RDAs in innovation? 
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Although thinkers are pointing out that most methods and principles allowing the private sector to 
innovate should be implemented in the public sector, it appears that it is difficult for public 
institutions to translate that innovation and to look forward. Maybe what makes the difference 
between two regions lies in better regional branding and marketing and of course in the 
management of innovative practices. This is related to human factors and trust and can be 
summarised as "innovative people make the difference".  

RDAs can identify innovation needs, become providers of innovative services and design the regional 
policy to introduce innovative practices in the public sector. To achieve that mission RDAs should 
launch a comprehensive innovation watch system and a living lab for public innovation. They have 
also to offer their staff training programmes in managing the innovation process from "new ideas to 
their implementation". They have to carry out pilot actions to test innovative support services or 
services to entrepreneurs with less administrative barriers. 
 
 

PART II: FOOD FOR THOUGHTS TO MANAGE INNOVATION IN RDAs 
 
Below is a set of ideas for enhancing managerial innovation in regional development organisations. 
 
1. Organizational innovation 

This type of innovation is aiming at introducing a new governance system as well as new working 
methods and management techniques. To achieve such goals: 

 RDA shareholders have to adopt an inclusive governance system. Although it is usual that 
different regional stakeholders are represented in the statutory bodies, some of the partners have 
often a rather passive role in the decision process. In some cases, the elected representatives 
have a monopolistic attitude.  

 the organization chart has to be as flat as possible in order to involve all the staff in the innovation 
process. It is more and more evident that innovation is easier to introduce in agile structures 
where interaction with the top management is the standard. The chart has also to reflect the 
complementarity skills needed to innovate. Some people are indeed very creative but have to be 
supported by "done to earth colleagues" to implement their innovative ideas and to enter such 
ideas in the right administrative format. 

 RDAs need to deploy new forms of partnership both at regional and international level in order to 
access new knowledge/competencies. In a complex world, a structure like a RDA cannot pretend 
to have the resources to provide alone a solution to all the challenges faced. Why can a RDA not 
recruit a foreign expert as a member of its statutory bodies? How many foreign staff in the 
organizational chart?  

 a human capital strategy has to be deployed to enforce an innovation culture. The staff has to 
access life-long training opportunities, to network with peers and to have the right to test new 
ideas; 

 the old culture of obligation of means? i.e. the mother of the "business as usual" principle, should 
be replaced by an obligation of effectiveness and results, i.e. the recognition of the need to 
innovate. 
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2. Process innovation 

This type of innovation focuses on a continuous improvement of the quality and the delivery of 
support services and on finding efficient solutions to the new challenges faced by the end users. The 
question of who are the end users stresses the ambiguous situation of RDAs. They are often stuck 
between the imperatives of the elected representatives and the ones of the economic actors. 
Regional politicians' wishful thinking is not always the reality of local entrepreneurs and private 
investors. Sometimes, those wishes are not even in line with the current capabilities of the public and 
semi-public organisations. Those stakeholders do not necessarily have access to the specific 
resources needed to create a new competitive "regional silicon valley" or an "archipelago of 
excellence". The question of who can advocate that the policy dreams are at risk to fail because the 
right type of resources are not available or because the regional knowledge is at the point to become 
obsolete has to be raised. 

Some RDAs have already adopted quality standards such as ISO 9002 or 14000. In their search to find 
new ways to deploy better services, most RDAs are or have been involved in transnational projects 
such as INTERREG and a few have received grants from the H2020 INNOSUP Peer-learning of 
Innovation Agencies. 

The process innovation will provide solutions to the dilemmas often faced by RDAs in the way they: 
- provide services to enterprises: collective vs tailor-made 
- offer their service range: generic vs intensive vs sectorial specific knowledge 
- understand their obligation of results: picking the winners (working on the basis of universal 

services) vs supporting the potential winners (segmentation of their targets through a portfolio of 

strategic enterprises). 
 
3. Conceptual innovation 

By investing in this type of innovation RDAs are in search of new forms of interactions with regional 
stakeholders in order to present a better return on investment. This might involve investing in 
regional networks and transregional partnerships. When a new problem arises, the question is 
whether the RDA has to develop new internal know-how or to outsource the ad-hoc services from 
external experts. This requires, at regional level, that all stakeholders build trust and reciprocity 
between themselves. Policy makers should promote a "no wrong door system" and build an effective 
intranet to report all interactions between intermediary organizations and enterprises in order to 
avoid duplication of work and un-efficient competition between those intermediary organizations.  

The opportunities offered by a well-thought digitalization strategy have to be maximized in order to 
speed up the relations between the stakeholders and to create collective knowledge in the "field of 
customer relations" with regional enterprises. This will allow better tailor-made solutions for them. 
The use of social media has to be optimized in order to speed up the information flows with end-
users. Inspired by the example of crowdfunding platforms, RDAs should put in place several 
dedicated "platforms" to shorter the time to match with the offer the demand for expertise, 
knowledge, skills, access to equipment in time sharing, short circuit, material to be recycled/reused. 

Social media can also become a strong tool to help local entrepreneurs in crisis to overcome their 
difficulties. RDAs should manage a "crowdsolidarity" platform, a combination of what is offered by 
the crowdfunding and the crowdsourcing platforms, to match the demand for support in kind or in 
cash with peers or citizens. This crowdsolidarity platform would be a strong tool in case of any post 
disaster situation 
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4. Innovative funding sources 

Instead of relying only of public grants, RDAs should explore how to find alternative financial 
resources in order to deploy innovative practices. The options they have to look at are, for instance, 
invoicing for the provision of high added value services, taking stake in start-ups, renting real estates 
or equipment,… 
 
5. Knowledge management innovation 

This type of innovation involves: 

 Assurance process innovation. Through this type of innovation RDAs can focus on ensuring that all 
the options of the planning phase of a strategy have been well taken into account. This will help 
to show the coherence between expected results and achievements of each and every part of the 
regional strategy. Such competences will become critical elements of the provision of strategic 
advice to the regional policy makers. RDAs will sooner or later have to create a department of 
effectiveness of the provision of their support services to enterprises. Big data mining will help to 
fulfil such goal. 

 Regional intelligence innovation. This type of innovation allows RDAs to guess and anticipate the 
impact of economic, social, societal and technology trends on the regional economy, the regional 
economic fabric, its human capital and quality of life. This will help to choose adapted solutions to 
face the most critical challenges for all stakeholders. A regional intelligence process starts by a 
candid evaluation of the stock of regional assets leading to alert the policy makers of the future 
obsolescence of some of them or to the missing ones to enhance real competitive advantages for 
emerging opportunities (search for the next generation of support services).  

 
 

PART III: TIPS TO DEPLOY INNOVATION IN INTERMEDIARY ORGANISATIONS 
 
Despite talks and papers on the topic, there is still a substantial difference in how well public policy 
makers apply innovation and allow their supported intermediary organizations to embrace 
innovation in their daily life. Targeting public innovation applications correctly and managing them 
effectively is still far from being easy, leaving many organizations stuck and unable to move beyond 
promises. Therefore, the way to enter in an innovation process learning journey is to adopt, for 
instance, the following 3-step action plan: 

1) distil innovation in the current system, 
2) climb the learning curve with multiple use cases, 
3) Jump on each arising opportunity for business process changes. 

To support this journey, managers will rely on arguments based on information, staff expertise, 
insight views and execution in or out house. 
 
 

PART IV: ROLE OF EURADA IN THE PROMOTION OF A PUBLIC INNOVATION 
CULTURE 
 
EURADA can play an important role in enhancing a public administration innovation culture by 
launching awareness campaigns based on identification, modelling and promotion of innovative 
management practices. EURADA must identify good innovative practices and share them with its 
members helping them through the process of implementation.  


