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1. Centre of Excellence in Smart Specialisation and Regional 
Policy – Regional Research Roundtable 

 
The Centre of Excellence in Smart Specialisation and Regional Policy (the Centre) aims to:  

• facilitate international cooperation between researchers and policy-makers working on 

initiatives to support innovative economic and social development in regions 

• broaden understanding of the role of EU regional policy, and 

• support the implementation of smart specialisation initiatives and the development of regional 

innovation systems in countries beyond the EU.1 

The Centre hosted a research roundtable at RMIT University on 11 December 2019 with 14 
participants.2 Elvira Uyarra (University of Manchester) presented on mission-oriented policy and 
learnings for place-based innovation. A panel discussion on the potential of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) as a framework for place-based innovation policy followed. 
Participants then identified key focus areas for future roundtables in 2020. 
 

2. Linking regional innovation systems to mission-oriented 
policy 

 
Dr Elvira Uyarra from the University of Manchester provided the lead presentation at this 
roundtable. Dr Uyarra is Reader in Innovation Policy and Strategy at Alliance Manchester Business 
School (University of Manchester) where she is also director of the Manchester Institute of 
Innovation Research and programme director of the MSc in Innovation Management and 

                                                
1 For more information see the Centre flyer at Appendix A or https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/our-
education/global-outlook/european-union-eu-centre/research-programs#regional 
2 The participants at the February Roundtable were: Elvira Uyarra (University of Manchester), Anthony Hogan (EGA 
Insights), Sebastian Fastenrath (UniMelb), Todd Denham (RMIT), Sarah Howe (RMIT), Mick Timpano (LVA), Jess 
Horton (LVA), Fiona McKenzie (DELWP), Robyn Eversole (Swinburne), Leo Goedegebuure (UniMelb), Lynn Meek 
(UniMelb), Bruce Wilson (RMIT), Chloe Ward (RMIT), and Anna Hyland (RMIT). 
 

https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/our-education/global-outlook/european-union-eu-centre/research-programs#regional
https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/our-education/global-outlook/european-union-eu-centre/research-programs#regional
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Entrepreneurship. Dr Uyarra is also adjunct professor at the Mohn Center of Innovation and 
Regional Development at the University of Western Norway and visiting fellow at the Centre for 
Innovation Management Research (CIMR) at Birkbeck, University of London.   
 
In her presentation, Dr Uyarra proposed that place-based innovation can learn from mission-
oriented innovation policy. Dr Uyarra opened her presentation with a discussion of mission or 
challenge-oriented approaches to innovation, describing these as top-down strategies that take a 
particular societal challenge as their starting point. Dr Uyarra linked these to the historical changes 
in rationales for innovation policy. She then identified the limitations of mission-based policy, which 
are its insensitivity to geographical context, to the local embeddedness of industry, and to the 
significance of place-based institutions. 
 
Smart Specialisation, as a place-based innovation strategy, has been championed as remedying 
these gaps in innovation policy. However, Dr Uyarra described challenges for Smart Specialisation: 
 

• A lack of normative focus and clear objectives 

• A limited focus on the economic competitiveness of regions 

• A disconnection from social challenges 

• The risks of firm-led specialisation, which can be limited and restrictive. 
 
Dr Uyarra proposed that a focus on demand can provide place-based innovation strategies with 
the direction and transformative agenda usually associated with mission-oriented policy. 
Articulating ‘missing markets’, including those related to societal challenges, can drive structural 
change in regional economies and highlight the potential significance of public procurement in 
driving innovation. These challenges, when identified, can legitimise public investment in 
technologies. The task of solving these challenges can connect disparate sectors and actors. This 
work can also potentially open up export markets to regions and nations facing similar problems. 
 
She cited the example of Galicia, in Spain, where the market for Autonomous Aerial Vehicles 
(UAVs) was identified as a focus area for economic development, leveraging existing 
infrastructure, skills, and regional environmental conditions. 
 
The slides for Dr Uyarra’s presentation are provided in the appendices. 

3. Sustainable Development Goals: a framework for place-
based innovation policy? 

 
Professor Bruce Wilson and Anna Hyland discussed the potential relevance of the SDGs as a 
framework for place-based innovation in Australia. The SDGs can be seen as both providing a 
mission and a focus for innovation policy. They also broaden the scope of regional innovation 
systems to include societal challenges. 
 
Bruce Wilson described the centrality of the SDGs to the strategic planning and implementation of 
work programs in various EU institutions. Both Horizon Europe and the Joint Research Centre 
have explicitly connected their frameworks, including Smart Specialisation, to the SDGs. This 
suggests that the SDGs could provide Australia with a way of thinking about both Smart 
Specialisation and a broader normative agenda. This could also provide a point of access for 
place-based innovation into regional research and state and federal policy debates.  
 
This assessment could, however, be over-optimistic, because the Australian response to the SDGs 
to this point has been superficial compared with Europe’s. It was suggested that the policy 
emphasis in SDG work in Australian public policy is more on implementation and monitoring, and 
repackaging work that is already underway, rather than using the SDGs as a strategic framework. 
 
Anna Hyland proposed that the SDGs can inject directionality into Smart Specialisation. But this 
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raises the question of where this sits in a place-based approach – are the SDGs top-down, or 
bottom-up? Anna referenced her work on mid-sized towns, where questions of what a ‘good life’ 
means could provide a starting point for connecting the bottom-up approaches associated with S3 
with the strategic goals of the SDGs. 
 
Participants noted that the SDG agendas of decent work, economic growth, water, climate, and 
education are already present in regions and their values. The Centre’s role could be to bring these 
to public awareness: ‘we are acting deeply on our values, but how do we act consciously on 
them?’. 
 
Participants also raised the possibility that the SDG framework could enable a broader focus on 
social innovation for Smart Specialisation in Gippsland. The SDGs have not yet infiltrated public, 
local discourse, and suggested drawing an explicit link between this, and ideas of ‘liveability’ in 
Gippsland.  
 
Furthermore, the Entrepreneurial Discovery Process in Gippsland has focused on value chains, 
competitive advantage, and industries. This led to the social innovation agenda being somewhat 
sidelined. Work on community energy already provide an example of linking the economy to social 
relationships. Forthcoming work on health is also an opportunity to bring social innovation to the 
heart of the Smart Specialisation process, and to test how demand and public procurement can 
drive innovation. 
 

4. Building an agenda for 2020 
 
Recognising the challenges raised by Dr Uyarra’s presentation, participants raised key questions 
for Smart Specialisation in Gippsland, and as a potential strategy in other Australian regions. 
 

• How can the Centre promote resilient governance structures and build institutional capacity 
that will survive relatively short Australian electoral cycles? 

• In a place-based innovation system, how can the community recognise unmet demand 
within and outside the region? What does inter-regional and global value chain analysis 
look like? 

• How can the Centre develop and communicate a narrative about its ongoing work to 
regional communities and government stakeholders?  

 
Following the discussion, Bruce Wilson proposed the following focus areas for the Centre’s 2020 
agenda: 
 

• Directionality: what is the logic and direction of momentum of innovation and development 
in regional areas? What outcomes are sought? 

• What innovation mean to the Centre, and what does a comprehensive agenda around 
innovation look like? How can we be more explicit about the ‘social good’ dimension of 
innovation? 

• Governance: what counts as a region, and what does a division of responsibility between 
state, federal, and local government, and agencies?  

• Data: what is our data, where is it and who owns it? Following on from the innovation 
survey, how can we map the Gippsland economy with granular detail of sectoral 
distribution? 

• Storytelling: how do we find niches in the public debate and policy agenda, at the local and 
national level, to make inroads in communicating stories about our progress? 

 
Through its activities in 2019 including this roundtable, the Centre has developed ideas, energy, 
and opportunities for Smart Specialisation and Regional Policy. The report of the Centre’s second 
Research Roundtable provides clarity on the strategic issues surrounding a Smart Specialisation 
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agenda in Australia’s regions. It also points to future directions, drawing on both the expertise of 
local participants and Dr Uyarra’s international experience and theoretical insights.  
 
 
The European Commission’s support for the production of this publication does not constitute an 
endorsement of the contents, which reflect the views only of the authors, and the Commission 
cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.
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