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Smart specialisation (S3) strategies had to be prepared by the European Union (EU) mem-
ber states in compliance with ex-ante conditionality to receive EU Structural and Investment 
Funds (ESIF). The approach of S3 has been novel and especially challenging for the regions 
regarded as moderate innovators1.
This study is a part of a larger research project and it aims to explore how novel innovation 
policy-making requirements affect existing policy-making traditions in such regions and how 
S3 has been adopted in the context of the local institutional environment. Furthermore, the 
study seeks to explain the rationale behind the main challenges for the S3.
The cases of Poland and Lithuania are analysed using a qualitative method, based on inter-
views and analysis of existing documents. Structuration theory and neo-institutional theory 
perspectives are applied to interpret the data.
At the first sight, approaches and challenges in both countries seem alike; however, when 
zoomed closer, the differences emerge in terms of complexity of the processes, implementa-
tion, and evaluation of S3.
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Inteligentna specjalizacja w regionach umiarkowanie innowacyjnych
– badanie jako ciowe Polski i Litwy

Kraje cz onkowskie Unii Europejskiej (UE) musia y przygotowa  strategie inteligentnej spe-
cjalizacji (S3) zgodnie z warunkowo ci  ex-ante, by móc korzysta  z unijnych funduszy 
strukturalnych i inwestycyjnych (EFSI). Podej cie S3 by o nowatorskie i szczególnie trudne 
dla regionów uznawanych za umiarkowanych innowatorów.
Niniejsze badanie jest cz ci  wi kszego projektu badawczego i ma na celu zbadanie, w jaki 
sposób nowe wymogi dotycz ce kszta towania polityki innowacyjnej wp ywaj  na istniej ce 
tradycje tworzenia polityki w tego typu regionach oraz w jaki sposób przyj to S3 w kontek cie 
lokalnego otoczenia instytucjonalnego. Ponadto badanie ma na celu wyja nienie uzasadnienia 
g ównych wyzwa  zwi zanych z S3.
Przypadki Polski i Litwy s  analizowane metod  jako ciow , na podstawie wywiadów i ana-
lizy istniej cych dokumentów. Perspektywy teorii strukturacji i teorii neoinstytucjonalnej s  
stosowane do interpretacji danych.
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1. Introduction

The approaches to innovation policy 
have altered over time, tending towards 
more inclusive and bottom-up policy-
making. An example may be the smart 
specialisation approach (S3), which has 
been embraced by the EU even though the 
theoretical background for the concept has 
been deemed insufficient (Foray, 2015). As 
stated in one of the policy briefs: “Smart 
Specialisation is a place-based and experi-
mentalist policy. Territories are encouraged 
to invest in learning on how to best iden-
tify, design, and implement policies that 
can effectively work in a specific context, 
rather than following universal recipes” 
(Gianelle, Guzzo, & Mieszkowski, 2019, 
p. 1). In line with the expectations of the 
European Commission (EC), S3 should be 
designed in a bottom-up, inclusive process, 
while different stakeholders, such as firms, 
academia, and others, discover potential 
new activities and policy-makers facilitate 
the realisation of this potential (European 
Commission, S3 Platform, n.d. a). The proc-
ess of development, implementation, moni-
toring, evaluation, and adjustment of S3 
is known as the entrepreneurial discovery 
process (EDP). The S3 approach reflects 
place-based logic and can be seen as rooted 
in the innovation system approaches. The 
systemic approach to innovation argues 
that the innovation process involves an 
interplay between different actors, includ-
ing business organisations, intermediaries, 
government and universities, among others 
(Liu, Yin, Liu, & Dunford, 2015). This is in 
line with S3.

The current debate acknowledges 
regional differences and their impact on S3 
as a place-based approach, with especially 
pronounced challenges for the regions 
regarded as moderate innovators (see: 

Capello & Kroll, 2016; Kroll, 2015). Nev-
ertheless, evidence is lacking on how the 
S3 approach alters the existing institutions 
of innovation policy-making in the regions 
regarded as moderate innovators and 
how existing institutions affect the novel 
approach on the other hand. The study aims 
to answer this question while looking at 
the practices in Poland and Lithuania. The 
main question may be broken down into 
the following research questions: 1) What 
characterised the S3 development by the 
EDP in Poland and Lithuania? 2) How did 
the transition to the implementation phase 
of S3 in both countries take place? 3) What 
characterises the relationship of different 
stakeholders to the S3 development proc-
ess and how did this relationship evolve? 
4) What characterises the mechanisms of 
selecting successful applicants and assign-
ing support for innovation in the financial 
period 2014–2020 in Poland and Lithuania?

This article presents the initial results 
of an ongoing larger research project. It 
is structured as follows: first, a short theo-
retical background will be provided, then 
the methodological approach will be dis-
cussed. Finally, preliminary results will be 
presented, followed by initial conclusions 
and implications for further research.

The regional innovation system perspec-
tive has been adopted as a theoretical back-
ground for S3 as a place-based approach. 
Results are analysed through the lenses of 
structuration theory, supplemented with 
the neo-institutional theory perspective.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Regional Innovation System
and Its Dimensions

The regional perspective on innova-
tion systems has got a prominent stand 

Podej cie i wyzwania w obu krajach wydaj  si  pocz tkowo podobne, jednak po g bszej 
analizie pojawiaj  si  ró nice w zakresie z o ono ci procesów, wdra ania i oceny S3.

S owa kluczowe: inteligentna specjalizacja, proces przedsi biorczego odkrywania (PPO), 
polityka innowacji, systemy innowacji.
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in the literature within the last decades. 
The definition of the region may be 
based upon its administrative and cultural 
boundaries (Cooke, Uranga, & Etxebar-
ria, 1998). The regional innovation systems 
approach appreciates the political, social 
and institutional context, acknowledges 
the embeddedness of innovation in social 
relations and gives credit to regional clus-
ters and geographic proximity (Doloreux 
& Parto, 2005). The existing institutional 
and organisational conditions may support 
the development of a regional innovation 
system, but even if these are less advan-
tageous, the system may still evolve when 
the basic necessary elements are present 
(Cooke et al., 1998). A regional innovation 
system may be seen as two interdepend-
ent subsystems, one referring to knowledge 
application and exploitation and another 
one to knowledge generation and dif-
fusion (Tödtling & Trippl, 2011, p. 456). 
Scholars have captured various aspects of 
differences among regional innovation sys-
tems that are summarised by Tödtling and 
Trippl (2011, pp. 457–458): (a) capacity to 
develop high technology sectors, (b) gov-
ernance, (c) knowledge base, (d) problems 
from a policy perspective. Pr nounced dif-
ferences in regional innovation systems 
gave the background to the call for dif-
ferentiated innovation policy approaches 
(Tödtling & Trippl, 2005). The EC sought 
to embrace this call with S3. Neverthe-
less, Marques and Morgan (2018) argue 
that lacking institutional capacity may cre-
ate an obstacle for S3 to bring a desired 
change into regions considered to be 
moderate innovators. The assumptions of 
S3 approach, such as (a) commitment of 
regional elites to innovation, (b) a systemic 
approach to innovation (as opposed to the 
linear model), (c) a functioning triple helix 
coalition, and (d) the ability to carry on 
multi-scalar coordination processes, may 
not hold in many regions (Marques & Mor-
gan, 2018). According to Kroll (2015), 
European regions have different institu-
tional structures and unequal governance 
capability to implement EDP, resulting in 
three major groups of regions: (1) the cen-
tralist approach to planning and governance 
(a majority of Eastern Europe); (2) a posi-
tive institutional context, but insufficient 
bottom-up governance routines (usually in 
Southern Europe); (3) strong capabilities 
and supportive institutional environment 

to coordinate EDP (Central and North-
ern Europe). In the regions from the first 
group, EDP could not be implemented eas-
ily and the majority of time has been spent 
on the preparation for the exercise (Kroll, 
2015). This implies that a change of gov-
ernance routines and adjustments in the 
institutional context may be necessary for 
S3 to bring about desired results. Neverthe-
less, in his more recent work on consist-
ency and coherence of S3 across regions, 
Kroll refined his findings. Differences 
between geography-based regional groups 
appeared significant for neither the consist-
ency across the levels (strategy, priorities, 
and instruments) nor the coherence while 
translating one level into another (strategy 
level into priorities and these into instru-
ments) (Kroll, 2019). The study by Kroll 
(2019) shows that overall administrative 
capacity to run EDP is the strongest pre-
dictor of both consistency and coherence 
measures. Trippl, Zukauskaite and Healy 
(2019) derive further determinants of the 
a doption of the S3 approach:
1) level of decentralisation/autonomy of 

the regional government that decides 
upon innovation policy and especially 
the distribution of funds;

2) institutional structures and quality of 
government in the region;

3) capabilities of regional actors to design 
and implement regional innovation 
strategies as S3;

4) past policy practices, resulting in the 
policy path dependency;

5) density and degree of the specialisation 
of industrial structure in the regional 
innovation system;

6) organisational thickness/thinness of the 
regional innovation system;

7) internal and external connectedness;
8) institutional structures (formal and 

informal), related to innovation and 
cooperation patterns.

2.2. Structuration and Neo-Institutional 
Perspective on Organisational
and Policy Change

Institutions may be defined as “...the 
humanly devised constraints that structure 
political, economic and social interaction” 
(North, 1991, p. 97) or “the rules of the 
game” (Edquist, 2005, p. 182). Institutions 
may be of formal and informal nature 
(North, 1991). Institutions provide legiti-
macy for daily practices and ways of acting 
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and institutional change implies a change 
from one prescribed pattern of practices 
to another (Hinings, Greenwood, Reay, 
& Suddaby, 2004). In the view of Meyer 
and Rowan (1977), institutions take the 
form of rationalised myths  and are mir-
rored within formal organisational struc-
tures, which increases the legitimacy of 
organisations.

Theory of structuration points to the 
mutual impact between the structures peo-
ple are embedded in and the actions of 
people that alter the existing structures. 
Empirically, scholars distinguish between 
the institutional realm and the realm of 
action (Barley & Tolbert, 1997; Jarzab-
kowski, 2008). Within the institutional 
realm, three types of structures may be 
distinguished: signification, domination, 
and legitimation (Giddens, 1984; Jarzab-
kowski, 2008). Jarzabkowski (2008, p. 623) 
defines the types of institutionalised struc-
tures as follows: (a) signification structures 
are values, beliefs, and identity that guide 
people’s action, (b) legitimation structures 
are moral rules and sanctions that restrict 
human actions, and (c) domination struc-
tures are subdivided into resource alloca-
tive and authoritative structures. Resource 
allocative structures guide the allocation 
of material resources and the ways these 
may be exploited, while authoritative struc-
tures concern the authority relationships 
and representation of the interest of vari-
ous groups in the system (Jarzabkowski, 
2008). The action realm represents how 
individuals sustain and adapt structures of 
the institutional realm through the actions 
and interactions in their daily life (Jarzab-
kowski, 2008). The action realm consists of 
three domains: meaning, norms, and power 
(Jarzabkowski, 2008, p. 623). Purposive or 
habitual interactions convey meaning, dis-
pense power, and elicit norms and sanc-
tions (Giddens, 1984; Jarzabkowski, 2008). 
Actions may enforce existing institutions 
or modify them (Orlikowski, 1996). Com-
munication, power, and sanctions refer 
to the realm of action, while signification, 
domination, and legitimation constitute the 
level of structures (Gray, Purdy, & Ansari, 
2015, p. 119).

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) refer 
to Giddens and argue that organisations 
become similar through the processes of 
homogenisation and bureaucratisation that 
are affected by highly structured organi-

sational fields. An organisational field is 
defined as the totality of relevant actors and 
consists of suppliers, consumers, regulatory 
agencies, and other relevant organisations 
that make up a defined institutional area 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 148). The 
work of DiMaggio and Powell focuses on 
the processes of how organisations within 
the fields converge towards similarity in 
actions. This process is known as isomor-
phism and its driver is pressure from the 
environment to resemble common prac-
tices (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio 
& Powell, 1983). DiMaggio and Powell 
distinguish three mechanisms that may 
drive isomorphic change: mimetic, norma-
tive and coercive. Coercive isomorphism 
is determined by political influence and 
legitimacy, mimetic isomorphism implies 
common reactions to uncertainty, while 
normative isomorphism stems from pro-
fessionalisation (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, 
p. 150). Initially, studies in the field of 
neo-institutionalism concentrated on iso-
morphic processes in organisations. Later 
scholars examined how actors shape and 
transform institutions (Lawrence & Sud-
daby, 2006). Suddaby and Lawrence (2006) 
refer to the second perspective as institu-
tional work. Institutional work refers to 
the practices of either individual or collec-
tive actors that create, preserve or break 
institutions (Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 
2011, p. 52). Lawrence and Suddaby (2006) 
review research on institutional work and 
identify what actors do to create, main-
tain or disrupt institutions. Forms of work 
aimed at creating institutions include advo-
cacy, defining, vesting, constructing identities, 
changing normative associations, construct-
ing normative networks, mimicry, theorising, 
and educating (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, 
p. 221). Institutions are preserved through 
enabling work, policing, deterring, valoris-
ing and demonising, mythologising, embed-
ding and routinising (Lawrence & Suddaby, 
2006, p. 230). Disruption of institutions 
may occur by disconnecting sanctions, disas-
sociating moral foundations, and by under-
mining assumptions and beliefs (Lawrence 
& Suddaby, 2006, p. 235).

Gray, Purdy and Ansari (2015) focus 
on micro-foundations of the structuring 
of organisational fields and emphasise the 
centrality of meaning to institutionalisa-
tion. They propose an interactional framing 
perspective as an explanation of how the 
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meanings may be institutionalized. Accord-
ing to Gray et al. (2015), interacting actors2 
do not always reproduce existing frames 
one-to-one, which implies that  misfirings 
and laminations may occur. Three types of 
misfirings may trigger institutional change, 
and these include keying, frame breaks and 
ambiguity (Gray et al., 2015, p.119). Key-
ing occurs when the activity remains the 
same but interacting actors give it another 
interpretation, e.g. a woman crying in court 
during the trial of her son may be seen as 
being either disruptive or emphatic (Gray 
et al., 2015). Thus, based on the adopted 
interpretation, the actions may differ. Par-
ties may break frames purposefully if they 
see that given circumstances make it not 
reasonabl e to adhere to the usual inter-
pretation of the situation, and ambiguity 
may emerge when different actors have 
different interpretations and do not try to 
agree on one of them (Gray et al., 2015). 
As a result of misfirings, powerful actors 
may try to restrain the new frame and re-
establish the old order, but sometimes the 
new frame can persist and initiate change 
dynamics (Gray et al., 2015). Gray and 
others follow the terminology of Goffman3 
and call the process when a new interpreta-
tion of the existing frame is  added by the 
term lamination. Consequently, actors have 
multiple choice of possible interpretations, 
which represent different frames, rendered 
during the interactions at the micro-level 
and may be further diffused to the meso- 
and macro-levels or even become institu-
tionalised (Gray et al., 2015). The process 
when the frames, generated at the micro-
level, move towards higher levels is called 
amplification and it can occur in three 
ways: scope (adoption by a broader group), 
regularity (or frequency of using a spe-
cific frame) and emotional intensification 
(Gray et al., 2015, p. 120). The process of 
expanding scope occurs through networks 
of interactions (by growing or overlapping 
them); hence, structuration is a part of 
amplification of scope as shared meanings 
evolve when signification, legitimation and 
domination processes occur simultaneously 
(Gray et al., 2015). Gray and others (2015) 
distinguish four generic patterns of insti-
tutional change that may be very briefly 
summarised as follows: replacement of the 
existing frame, amplification of the existing 
frame, amplification of the modified frame, 
coexistence of multiple frames.

3. Method

Given little theoretical development 
of the topic of S3, a qualitative method 
has been chosen. The data collection is 
inspired by the grounded theory approach, 
initially developed by Glaser and Strauss 
in 1967 (Suddaby, 2006). Nevertheless, 
the approach taken in this study cannot 
be qualified as a grounded theory in the 
view of Glaser and Strauss. According to 
Suddaby (2006), there are two main con-
cepts within the grounded theory: constant 
comparison and theoretical sampling. Con-
stant comparison means that the process of 
data collection and its interpretation occur 
simultaneously (Suddaby, 2006, p. 634). 
This results in theoretical sampling, which 
according to Bryman and Bell (2015) is 
essentially an ongoing process.

Empirical data will be collected through 
expert interviews in Poland and Lithuania. 
As the current article presents preliminary 
results of an ongoing research project, the 
findings presented here are based upon 
eight interviews that have been conducted 
so far, supplemented by the data from 
official documents and reports relating to 
S3 in Poland and Lithuania. The data col-
lection for this study follows an iterative 
process when thematic aspects to be cov-
ered in subsequent interviews draw upon 
insights from already gathered data and 
literature on the subject, which is consist-
ent with the notion of constant compari-
son. Semi-structured and in-depth inter-
viewing has been chosen as the main data 
collection method.

The sampling for the study combines 
a few different approaches that may be 
classified within a purposive sampling 
method, according to Bryman and Bell 
(2015). The sequential approach to the 
sampling has been taken, meaning that 
new participants may be added to the sam-
ple as the study evolves (Bryman & Bell, 
2015, p. 429). Another approach guiding 
the sample selection is generic purposive 
sampling, which allows establishing criteria 
for the selection of the cases a priori (Bry-
man & Bell, 2015). Finally, a convenience 
sampling element is added by using the 
snowball technique, where some respond-
ents are asked to recommend further 
respondents for the study. The choice of 
the sample and sampling techniques has 
been made based on two reasons: (1) the 
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research topic requires access to expert 
knowledge; therefore, interviewees should 
be well qualified in the field; (2) availability 
to approach interviewees and their readi-
ness to devote time for interviews. Note-
worthy is that such a choice of the sample 
techniques implies that findings cannot be 
generalized.

In line with the EDP, the government/
state (represented by respective organisa-
tions) has a major role as the innovation 
policy-maker within S3. Because of their 

managerial responsibility and their role as 
change agents, different organisations rep-
resenting the state and having relevance to 
S3 will be given special importance, which 
implies a higher number of interviews con-
ducted within this group of stakeholders, 
compared to other stakeholders. Table 1 
provides information on conducted inter-
views. Interviews have been conducted in 
Polish and Lithuanian languages, recorded 
with the consent of interviewees, and tran-
scribed.

Table 1. Summary of conducted interviews and characteristics of the sample

Stakeholder Type of organisation Country Duration (h:min)

1 Academia & Government University & Ministry Poland 0:58

2 External expert Research & Consulting International 1:31

3 Government Ministry Poland 0:51

4 Government Regional authority Poland 0:55

5 Government Agency Lithuania 0:37

6 Policy analyst Consulting Lithuania 1:11

7 Academia University Lithuania 1:09

8 Academia University Lithuania 1:15

Source: Own elaboration.

Approaches in Poland and Lithuania 
are going to be compared. The results will 
be discussed in line with the interpreta-
tive paradigm, which implies subjectivity of 
meaning and reflects how individual actors 
perceive the world around them (Bryman 
& Bell, 2015).

4. Brief Presentation of Innovation 
Policy Approach Before S3

4.1. Poland

At the beginning of the financial pro-
gramming perspective 2007–2013, which 
preceded the introduction of S3, Poland’s 
share of business funding for R&D was 
declining and its share of public funding 
increased (ERAWATCH: Poland, 2006). 
Scientific specialisation lay mainly within 
natural and material sciences, business 
specialisation was mainly in the sectors 
of low R&D intensity and included basic 
metals, mining, agriculture, and com-
munity services and the government was 
providing funding for the sectors with 
a higher value-added, such as pharmaceu-

tical or machinery(ERAWATCH: Poland, 
2006). Poland’s business sector was mainly 
composed of SMEs with fewer than 
250 employees; therefore, the lack of big 
companies could be viewed as a reason for 
relatively low R&D spending by firms (Nill, 
2008). In 2008, Poland was still undergo-
ing major changes in its research system, 
moving towards decentralisation: from 
2004 onward research priorities should 
be established by the Ministry of Science 
and Higher Education instead of the sci-
entific community (Górzy ski & Jakubiak, 
2009). Continuing the reform, funding 
should be provided on the project basis and 
move away from the statutory approach. 
Despite this, nearly a decade later Poland’s 
higher education and science system was 
still deemed sub-optimal by experts, with 
underdevelopment of vocational higher 
education named as the main shortcom-
ing (Marklund et al., 2017). Furthermore, 
experts noted that a great deal of public 
research facilities are located outside of 
universities, linkages with industry and soci-
ety are rather weak (despite efforts under-
taken by the government), and instruments 
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used to foster science-business collabora-
tion might be reconsidered (Marklund et 
al., 2017).

The role of regions in policy-making was 
deemed limited, although regional strat-
egies were introduced and each region 
had its own operational programme and 
disposed of significant resources from the 
European Structural Funds to support 
innovation (Górzy ski & Jakubiak, 2009). 
Lacking links and low cooperation levels 
between business, government and higher 
education institutions inhibited knowl-
edge circulation, the domestic business 
sector had low demand for sophisticated 
R&D and knowledge (Górzy ski & Jaku-
biak, 2009). In 2014, low levels of business 
investment in R&D and limited syner-
gies between science and industry were 
still named among the main challenges 
for Poland’s innovation system (Klince-
wicz, 2014). Polish National R&D Centre 
established cooperation with business and 
other government institutions and involved 
technology transfer specialists for project 
evaluations, it also started, jointly with the 
industry, numerous programmes to address 
upcoming research trends (Klincewicz, 
2014).

4.2. Lithuania

The level of basic research specialisation 
in Lithuania was among the highest com-
pared to the EU in 2002 (ERAWATCH: 
Lithuania, 2006). Scientific specialisation 
lay in the fields of natural sciences, mathe-
matics, and computer sciences, technologi-
cal specialisation in 2001–2003 was limited 
to electronic equipment and office machin-
ery, and economic specialisation concen-
trated on telecommunication and transpor-
tation activities (ERAWATCH: Lithuania, 
2006). Asymmetric concentration of R&D 
resources and weak inter-sectoral links 
prevailed, while at the same time public 
spending on R&D was increasing, with EU 
funding partially replacing national expen-
ditures (Kriaucioniene, 2009). The strength 
of the research system at that time lay in 
the high number of graduates in the fields 
of science and technology, but this effect 
was diminished by the insufficient quality 
of the public higher education sector and 
lacking opportunities for careers (Kriau-
cioniene, 2009).

In terms of innovation-related policy-
making, two ministries share responsibility: 

the Ministry of Economy being responsible 
for innovation policy, while the Ministry of 
Education and Science coordinates educa-
tion and public R&D policy, which results 
in competition and lacking trust between 
these bodies (Paliokait , 2015). Addition-
ally, the Ministry of Finance is responsi-
ble for managing ESIF funds (Paliokait , 
2015). According to Respondent 5, Lithua-
nia has been setting research and innovation 
priorities, but these have been different docu-
ments, first with the S3 approach it is clear 
that now it has to be one single document. 
Lithuania’s innovation system was deemed 
fragmented (OECD, 2016; Paliokait , 
2017; Paliokait , Petrait , & Gonzalez Ver-
desoto, 2018).

5. Preliminary Results

Due to an akin social and economical 
context, a similar approach and challenges 
characterised S3 development by EDP in 
both countries, nevertheless, some differ-
ences are notable:
1) In Poland, S3 has been designed at 

two levels, national and regional, with 
diverse approaches. This resulted in 
lacking coordination between national 
and regional S3 and at the moment 
there seem to be two S3: one regional 
and one national (Otr ba-Szklarczyk et 
al., 2017, p. 13).

2) Foresight exercises have been run in 
both cases, but in Poland foresight exer-
cises took place before S3 development, 
while in Lithuania they were run for S3 
development. In Lithuania, policy-mak-
ers with the help of external consultants 
designed guidelines for the process and 
conducted initial analyses. This served 
as the background for selecting fields for 
detailed priorities to be defined. From 
this point, the EDP reaches more actors 
as working groups for every priority field 
are designed. In Poland, at the national 
level, the main sources of evidence that 
lead to the emergence of priority fields 
are two foresight reports: technology 
foresight InSight 2030 and Polska 2020: 
the first one is about technology and 
business, while the second one identi-
fies societal challenges the country is 
facing (Otr ba-Szklarczyk et al., 2017). 
Similarly to Lithuania, working groups 
have been designed to discuss priorities 
for every priority field.
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3) Both countries struggled with the 
involvement of business in the proc-
ess (Respondent 5, Respondent 6; 
Respondent 3; Otr ba-Szklarczyk et al., 
2017).

4) At the national level, both countries 
developed broad lists of priorities: six 
fields and 20 priorities in Lithuania 
and five fields and 20 priorities in 
Poland. As noted by Gianelle, Guzzo 
and Mieszkowski (2019), nested priori-
ties, representing a tree-like structure 
where bigger fields branch into more 
detailed priorities, were a common 
approach in different regions across 
the EU. Nevertheless, the final number 
of defined priorities is especially inter-
esting given the size of both countries: 
according to Eurostat, Poland is about 
13 times as populous as Lithuania 
(Eurostat, n.d.).
To assess changes in the innovation pol-

icy with the introduction of S3, the transi-
tion to the implementation phase of S3 will 
be contrasted with the previous financial 
programming perspective. In the finan-

cial programming perspective 2007–2013, 
Lithuania aimed to speed up economic 
growth and close the gap to the EU aver-
age (European Commission, Regional 
Policy, n.d.). To achieve this goal, opera-
tional programme (OP) Economic Growth 
was designed to allocate the funding and it 
concentrated on the objectives listed in the 
first column of Table 2. For the program-
ming period 2014–2020, in Lithuania there 
is a single OP for the entire ESIF to be 
invested, with dedicated amounts of fund-
ing for each of the EU specific thematic 
objectives (TO), where TO Research and 
Innovation is assigned 10.12% (European 
Commission, Regional Policy, n.d.). Addi-
tionally, some instruments confirmed under 
TO Education and Vocational Training may 
be relevant as these aim to strengthen the 
potential of the public research system and 
provide better qualified human resources 
(Visionary Analytics, 2017a). Specific 
objectives for the Lithuanian RDI policy, 
relevant for S3, are listed in the second 
column of Table 2.

Table 2. Comparison of ESIF investment objectives in Lithuania during financial programming perspec-

tives 2007–2013 and 2014–2020

2007–2013 2014–2020

• Increase the share of high value-added
businesses;

• boost productivity, particularly by creating 
favourable conditions for innovation and 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs);

• improve the efficiency of economic 
infrastructure.

• Promoting the use of existing and new RDI 
infrastructure;

• Enhancing the intensiveness
of RDI activities in the private sector;

• Enhancing knowledge commercialisation
and technology transfer;

• Strengthening skills and capacities
of the public research sector.

Source: Own compilation from European Commission, Regional Policy, n.d. (first column); Visionary 
Analytics, 2017b, p. 2 (second column).

In Poland, during the financial program-
ming perspective 2007–2013 more attention 
was given to the strengthening of science 
and research potential, while during the 
2014–2020 period there is a shift towards 
the enterprise sector. This becomes evi-

dent when comparing the priority axes of 
the main operational programmes through 
which ESIF is allocated. These are OP 
Innovative Economy (POIG) in 2007–2013 
and OP Innovative Growth (POIR) in 
2014–2020, compared in Table 3.
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Notably, POIR combines TO Research 
and Innovation with TO Competitiveness of 
SMEs (European Commission, Regional 
Policy, n.d.). This may allow for additional 
synergies (Visionary Analytics, 2017a).

Tables 4 and 5 depict how the relation-
ship of different stakeholders to S3 evolved, 
concerning various aspects.

Concerning the mechanisms of selecting 
successful applicants and assigning support 
for innovation in the financial program-
ming period 2014–2020 in Poland and 
Lithuania, experts play a major role during 
the project selection phase. POIR has the 
largest number of experts at its disposition, 
compared to other OPs, and experts make 
up 73% of the Project Evaluation Com-
mittee (Ministerstwo Inwestycji i Rozwoju, 
2019, p.16). Interestingly, for POIR, in 
59% of cases, the value of the finished call 
concerning the submitted applications was 
lower than the funds dedicated for the call 
(Ministerstwo Inwestycji i Rozwoju, 2019, 
p. 13). This implies low absorption capac-
ity by the potential beneficiaries. Accord-

ingly, selected beneficiaries absorbed on 
average 47% of allocated funding per call 
and, on average, 34% of applications were 
selected for financing (Ministerstwo Inwe-
stycji i Rozwoju, 2019, pp. 21-22).

According to the scheme on the web-
site dedicated to EU funds in Lithuania, 
implementing institutions issue calls and 
applicants can apply via specially designed 
data exchange website (DMS) (Esinvestici-
jos.lt, n.d.). Similar to Poland, employees of 
the implementing institution and experts 
evaluate the projects. As evident from the 
aforementioned scheme, in Lithuania, two 
aspects have to be considered: a) eligibil-
ity for the financing in terms of general 
and special project criteria, b) usefulness 
and quality of the project, based on the 
priority criteria (where the application can 
collect up to 100 points and is rejected if 
it does not reach the minimum of points). 
The final decision upon the financing of 
selected projects lies within the ministry in 
charge (Esinvesticijos.lt, n.d.).

Table 3. Comparison of ESIF investment objectives in Poland during financial programming perspec-

tives 2007–2013 and 2014–2020

2007–2013 2014–2020

• Improving enterprise innovativeness;
• Improving the scientific community’s 

competitiveness in Poland;
• Strengthening economic development 

through good science;
• Increasing the international market share

of innovative products made in Poland;
• Creating permanent and better places

to work;
• Boosting ICT usage in Poland’s economy.

• Increasing the number and the quality
of research and development projects 
carried out by enterprises;

• Improving the institutional conditions 
enabling enterprises to engage in R&D 
activities and enhancing their potential
for R&D;

• Supporting innovation in enterprises, in 
particular by providing financial instruments 
for innovative investments and assisting 
innovative exporting companies from key 
sectors in further internationalisation;

• Enhancing the links between public 
research, business and the needs of 
the economy by investing in strategic 
public R&D infrastructure and research 
programmes with the highest potential for 
the Polish economy.

Source: Own compilation from European Commission, Regional Policy, n.d.
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Table 4. S3 in Lithuania

Stakeholder Lithuania

Government – S3 seen sceptically due to previous negative experiences with prioritisation 
efforts. With the accession to the EU, different ministries attempted to set 
RDI priorities for different sectors, which was perceived as lobbying and 
brought fragmentation and increase of priorities across fields (Paliokait  et 
al., 2015).

– No previous experience with regional innovation strategies (Respondent 6).
– Some policy-makers involved in the process as coordinators and 

facilitators (e.g. MOSTA), others take the role of an observer. As noted by 
Respondent 8, representatives of the policy-makers take part in meetings 
but cannot contribute much to the initial stages due to a lack of specific 
knowledge in respective fields. During the last meeting, when it comes to 
implementation and necessary support, government representatives take 
initiative (Respondent 6; Respondent 8).

– External organisations, contracted in the public procurement procedure, 
involved in methodological support and facilitation (Paliokait , Martinaitis, 
& Reimeris, 2015).

– Action plans for every priority field (ŠMM, n.d.).
– A different interpretation of state aid rules than in Poland hampers flexibility 

in designing support (Visionary Analytics, 2017a).
– There are 20 financial instruments available (Visionary Analytics, 2017a). 

The mix of instruments is modified during the S3 implementation phase 
(Dunauskas et al., 2018).

– Experts presented suggestions for revision to the government (MOSTA, n.d.).
– Monitoring has been delegated to the Ministry of Economics and Innovation 

and MOSTA (Dunauskas et al., 2018).

Business – Scepticism, lacking trust (Respondent 5; Respondent 6).
– The government had to manage the tension between the need to include 

business into the prioritisation process and being accused of lobby influences 
due to negative attitudes in the society towards business (Respondent 6).

– Involvement in the development of the roadmaps for implementation via 
working groups (evident from the lists of participants in the working groups’ 
meetings).

– Different application success rate within different priorities (Dunauskas, 
Jaujininkas, Lapienis, Reimeris, & Valatka, 2017; Paliokait , Petrait , & 
Gonzalez Verdesoto, 2018).

Academia – Scientists followed discussion at the EU level (Respondent 7; Respondent 8).
– Government invited scientists to participate in the EDP, as official EU 

documents with ex-ante condition appeared (Respondent 7; Respondent 8).
– Involvement in the development of the roadmaps for implementation via 

working groups (evident from the lists of participants in the working groups’ 
meetings).

– Participation in collaborative projects difficult due to the co-financing 
requirement (Respondent 8).

– Involvement as experts in working groups to suggest amendments to S3 
(Respondent 8).

Source: Own elaboration.
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Table 5. S3 in Poland

Stakeholder Poland

Government – Sectoral programmes are seen as initiatives, similar to EDP (Mieszkowski 
& Kardas, 2015). However, as noted by Respondent 2, it could be difficult to 
aggregate about 30 programmes into a more limited number of priorities.

– Some experience with the regional innovation system approach at the 
regional level (but not at the national). As noted by one of the regional 
representatives: the previous approach has still been too fresh to establish well-
functioning innovation systems in the regions (Respondent 4).

– At the national level, the main sources of evidence are two foresight reports, 
completed before the introduction of S3 (Otr ba-Szklarczyk et al., 2017). At 
the regional level, external experts have also been involved (Respondent 2).

– Approaches in different regions varied in their quality (World Bank, n.d.).
– Implementation through OP Smart Growth (POIR) at the national level

and 16 regional OPs. POIR distinguishes 14 financial instruments across four 
priority axes, but these may be further subdivided into different variations, which 
results in a high variety of available support (Visionary Analytics, 2017a).

– The document has been regularly updated, the number of specialisations 
reduced (updated documents are published on the Polish website dedicated
to S3: smart.gov.pl).

– The country still lacked a well-established monitoring mechanism: the 
monitoring body was composed of working groups, economic observatory, 
steering committee and consultative group (Klincewicz, Marczewska,
& Szkuta, 2018).

Business – Business landscape is perceived as scarce (Otr ba-Szklarczyk et al., 2017).
– The rate of business respondents in the InSight 2030 varied between 4%

in the first and 6% in the second round (Polish Chamber of Commerce
for High Technology, 2011).

– The pilot project of the World Bank was run in five regions4 and involved 
SMEs, aiming to establish the EDP model, which proposes the use of 
interviews, “smart lab” workshops, innovation maps and crowdsourcing 
platform as building blocks for EDP (World Bank Group, n.d., pp. 20–30).

– Possibility to be involved in the design of POIR and financial instruments 
mainly via socio-economic partners and association of entrepreneurship 
(Respondent 3).

– Different application success rate within different priorities as confirmed 
by Respondent 3 and evident from the latest data available on the 
implementation of S3 priorities in Poland for June 2016 (MR, 2016).

– Involvement of business in the EDP may bear risks that have not been 
appreciated yet, these risks relate to the la ck of trust between different 
entrepreneurs as well as between entrepreneurs and public administration 
(Otr ba-Szklarczyk et al., 2017). 

Academia – Scientists were involved in the discussion at the very early stages when S3 was still 
an academic topic, which spread into the broader community after EU official 
documents appeared (Respondent 1).

– During the Delphi exercise within InSight 2030, scientists constituted 84% 
and 85% of respondents in the first and second round respectively (Polish 
Chamber of Commerce for High Technology, 2011).

– Support for academia is available within the fourth priority axis of POIR,
via participation in joint consortia with business or other universities
or research units (POIR, p. 112).

– Involvement as partners in the monitoring and evaluation process, notably 
in some regions, e.g. in Silesia via Network of Regional Specialised 
Observatories within EDP5.

Source: Own elaboration.
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6. Conclusion and Implications
for Further Research

Initial results show similar struggles with 
S3 in Poland and Lithuania. Both coun-
tries ended up with rather broad lists of 
priorities, which is mainly due to the time 
pressure to deliver the official documents 
of S3 (Paliokaite, 2015). But also due to 
the anxiety about not being able to absorb 
funds if the fields are too focused as the 
innovative business landscape is rather 
scarce (Otr ba-Szklarczyk et al., 2017). The 
bottom-up approach ma y require time for 
discussion and leveraging interests of dif-
ferent stakeholders and actors within par-
ticular groups for priorities to emerge. This 
might to some extent be fixed as a result 
of mid-term revisions taking place in both 
countries. Concerning the research ques-
tions, stated at the beginning of this article, 
preliminary answers may be as follows:
• EDP, as intended by S3, is still evolving 

both in Poland and in Lithuania. The 
mechanisms ensuring possibilities for 
a broader range of stakeholders’ par-
ticipation could not be recognized yet, 
based on the current research material. 
Concerning the factors discussed in this 
article, setting up these mechanisms may 
be hindered by the fragmentation of the 
innovation system, the low institutional 
capacity of policy-making bodies and 
lacking trust. To express this in terms of 
the neo-institutional and the structura-
tion theory, lacking links and fragmen-
tation may hinder the amplification of 
the new frame (Gray, Purdy, & Ansari, 
2015). Therefore, there is a risk that no 
change will happen or multiple frames 
may co-exist.

• Concerning the second research ques-
tion, implementation in Lithuania 
started with a substantial delay, which is 
mainly attributed to the late start of the 
financial instruments (Respondent 5; 
Dunauskas et al., 2017). In Poland, the 
monitoring system had still to be devel-
oped (Respondent 3; Respondent 4). 
This indicates that initially EDP in these 
countries was mainly focused on defin-
ing priorities, with other aspects receiv-
ing less attention.

• The relationship of different stakehold-
ers to S3 may be determined by the 
fragmentation of the innovation system 
and a lack of triple or quadruple helix 

coalition (identified as a heroic assump-
tion by Marques and Morgan (2018)). 
Therefore, there could be a potential 
mismatch between the groups defining 
priorities, financial instruments, and 
the ones who could be potentially inno-
vating. In Poland, science could reap 
fewer benefits, compared to the previ-
ous financial programming perspective, 
because the focus within S3 should be 
shifted towards innovating firms. In 
Lithuania, scientist might have diffi-
culties to join the projects due to the 
co-financing requirement (as noted by 
Respondent 8). Business in both coun-
tries has been rather sceptical.

• Due to the specific nature of the projects 
within S3, their selection mechanisms 
rely heavily upon expert evaluation.
Summarising, the conclusion may be that 

policy-makers started seeking advice from 
local experts and representatives of the 
science and business communities, which 
formerly was not always the case, especially 
regarding business participation in innova-
tion policy-making. Further research could 
examine how this may influence policy 
decisions, considering different aspects. 
The relative low application success rate 
in some priority fields, especially where 
business interest is potentially high, might 
point to the problems of understanding by 
business the support scheme or the nature 
of the projects that could be eligible for the 
funding. Alternatively, it could indicate an 
inadequacy of project evaluation criteria 
or mismatch between chosen priorities and 
activities of firms. This could be another 
subject for further research. Even though 
while selecting priorities for S3, societal 
challenges were considered, the society 
played a passive role in defining S3 both 
in Poland and in Lithuania. Moreover, its 
involvement has not been considered seri-
ously, which can be so interpreted based on 
official documents that have no mentions 
about society involvement measures. The 
implications of vague society engagement 
within S3 could also constitute a research 
topic.

Endnotes
1 In this study, moderately innovative regions are 

defined in line with the definition of Innovation 
Union Scoreboard, meaning that the innovative 
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performance of the region is below 90% of the 
EU average. This also includes modest innova-
tors, whose performance lies below 50% of the 
EU average.

2 Gray et al. (2015) use the term “interactant” 
when they refer to interacting actors. In this 
article, this will be referred to as interacting 
actors to keep consistent terminology through 
literature sources talking about similar phenom-
ena.

3 An outline of interactional framing is given by 
Goffman in his work Frame analysis: An essay 
on the organization of experience, which first 
appeared in 1974.

4 Dolno l skie, Zachodniopomorskie, wi to-
krzyskie, l skie.

5 For more information see https://ris.slaskie.
pl/czytaj/siec_regionalnych_obserwatoriow_
specjalistycznych__w_ppo_2017_2019.
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