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Executive summary 
The Interreg Clusters3 project has brought together seven regional and national authorities over a 

period of four years to learn, understand and share experiences in the design, implementation and 

monitoring of their cluster policies and smart specialization strategies. This is the last in a series of 

policy learning documents that reflect on this learning journey and its key findings. Specifically, it 

reports on the process of identifying and sharing good practices related to cluster policy and the link 

with smart specialisation strategies. 

The sharing of good practices identified from/by the project partner regions for “aligning clusters and 

RIS3” has been an integral part of the project. These examples have served as a learning tool for 

understanding what works in other places and to consider the transfer of practices to partners’ own 

environments. This has been done through the development and implementation of action plans by 

each of the regional or national authorities engaged in the project. More than 45 good practices 

shared between partners have provided inspiration for the development of these plans, through which 

28 specific actions are currently being developed. A selection of 14 of these experiences have been 

uploaded to the Interreg policy learning platform to be shared with a wider audience and are detailed 

here.  

The good practices captured in this policy learning document and the topics covered in partners’ 

action plans cover a broad range of themes that reflect the complexity of the interactions between 

clusters and regional strategies. There is, however, a notable focus on:  

(i) The overall design and deployment of cluster policies and the articulation of specific 

support instruments 

 

(ii) The internationalisation of cluster organisations, combined with the need for a better 

understanding of how to foster cross-cluster collaboration  

 

(iii) Building capacity among cluster management organisations, both in regions that are just 

starting out with cluster policy and in those with a long experience  

 

(iv) Monitoring and evaluation, both in terms of better demonstrating the impact of policy 

investments and generating learning dynamics that feed back into policy improvement. 

As clusters continue to play an active role in the smart specialisation dynamics within and across many 

regions, supported by initiatives such as the European Strategic Cluster Partnerships, these topics are 

likely to be critical for the next stage of development in the relationship between cluster policies and 

smart specialisation strategies. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Policies to support clusters have been developed around the world since the early 1990s and have 
become a permanent feature of the European competitiveness policy landscape. Their resilience is 
rooted in a cooperative rational that fits well with the needs of policy makers to promote the systemic 
interaction of firms and other triple helix actors as a driver of regional competitiveness, and cluster 
policies therefore naturally interact with a range of other competitiveness policies.1  
 
One such policy framework is regional smart specialisation strategies, introduced by the European 
Commission in late 2013 as an “important concept for better and more targeted innovation policy”.2  
From very early on in the application of the smart specialisation concept a key role for clusters has 
been recognised,3 raising questions around how cluster policies can be leveraged to support their 
successful implementation.  
 
Responding to some of these questions has been the overarching goal of the Clusters3 Interreg 
project. Starting in 2016, it has regularly brought together 7 regional and national authorities to learn, 
understand and share experiences in the design, implementation and monitoring of their cluster 
policies and smart specialization strategies. The authorities involved in the project represent 
considerable diversity of regional context and have provided an excellent basis for mutual learning, 
leading to the development of action plans and ultimately to the upgrading of cluster policies and 
better RIS3 implementation.  
 
Figure 1: Clusters3 Partners 

 

 
 

The first phase of the project (2016 – 2018) was focused on knowledge exchange by means of regional 

benchmarking analyses, policy learning workshops and peer review exercises, leading to the 
                                                           
1
 See: Wilson (2019) ‘Cluster policy resilience: New challenges for a mature policy’, International Journal of Business 

Environment, Vol 10, No. 4, 371-382.  
2
 See: European Commission (2016) Smart Guide to Cluster Policy, Brussels, p. 13. 

3
 See: European Commission (2013) The Role of Clusters in Smart Specialisation Strategies, European Commission, Brussels; 

Aranguren, M-J. and Wilson, J.R. (2013) ‘What can experience with clusters teach us about fostering regional smart 
specialization’, Ekonomiaz, Vol. 83, No. 2, pp.126–145. 



 
     

    

 

5 
 

 

identification of good practices and the development of action plans. The second phase of the project 

(2018 – 2020) is seeing these action plans put into practice by the participating regional and national 

authorities.  

Figure 2: The Clusters3 Project 

 

 

The learning journey of the project is reflected and shared in a series of policy learning documents, of 

which this is the third.    

The first policy learning document reported on an initial benchmarking SWOT analysis across the 7 

participating regions/countries (see Figure 3), and led to a series of recommendations to guide the 

focus of the project’s learning workshops in six areas:4 

 Design and deployment of cluster policies 

 Specific support instruments and programmes for implementation 

 Cluster policy development and alignment with RIS3 

 Monitoring and evaluation of cluster performance and cluster programmes 

 Internationalisation of cluster organisations 

 Building the capacity of cluster organisations 

 The second policy learning document reported on  

The second policy learning document synthesised the main findings from six peer reviews that were 

conducted in 2017. Peer review visits were undertaken by an expert from another partner region 

alongside two external experts, and followed a consistent methodology facilitated by advisory partner, 

TCI Network.  From a synthesis of the six visits there were four key recommendations for 

strengthening the opportunities and negating the threats highlighted in the peer-reviews:5 

 The need to develop shared understanding of the cluster concept and cluster policy 

background 

                                                           
4
 Clusters3 Policy Learning Document 1 ‘Looking into Context: Regional SWOT Analysis Report’ can be found at 

https://www.interregeurope.eu/clusters3/library/.  
5
 Clusters3 Policy Learning Document 2 ‘Peer Reviews’ can be found at 

https://www.interregeurope.eu/clusters3/library/.  

https://www.interregeurope.eu/clusters3/library/
https://www.interregeurope.eu/clusters3/library/
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 The need for capacity-building to strengthen the roles played by cluster organisations in the 

regional competitiveness ecosystem 

 The need for better evaluation and monitoring processes, structured and harmonized to 

maximise learning possibilities 

 The need for coherence and alignment with the mix of other policies supporting RIS3 

processes 

 
Figure 3: Clusters3 SWOT Analysis 

 

This third and final policy learning document reports on the good practice examples that have been 

identified throughout the course of the project, several of which have been transferred across partners 

and are being experimented in the ongoing action plans. The next section explains the process of 

identifying and sharing good practices during the project, highlighting the practices that were shared 

during the policy learning journey and their links to different themes. This is followed by a reflection 

on the impact of the process of sharing good practices, including a summary of how they are being 

transferred through ongoing regional action plans and the identification of 14 specific good practices 

that have been extended to a wider audience through the Interreg policy learning platform. The report 

concludes with a brief reflection on emerging challenges with regards policy learning around clusters 

and smart specialisation.  
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2. A Learning Journey fueled by Good Practices 
 

Good practices for “aligning clusters and RIS3” is an integral part of the Interreg Clusters3 project, 

drawing on examples identified from/by the project partner regions. These examples serve as a 

learning basis for partner regions to get to know about existing practices and potentially transfer them 

to their own environments. 

A good practice is not only a practice that is good, but a practice that has been proven to work well 

and produce good results in a specific context. It is a successful experience, which has been tested, 

validated (in a broad sense), and repeated. It is therefore a practice that deserves to be shared as a 

basis for peer learning, so others can consider whether and how it can be adopted in their own 

contexts.  

To elaborate Good Practices (GPs) within the Clusters3 project, the following overall process was 

followed: 

Figure 4: Good Practice Process 

 

To begin the process of defining GPs a key first step was to generate common understanding of what a 

GP is and how it can be identified. Various inputs were introduced to the partners throughout the 

series of policy learning workshops to guide their identification of relevant GP examples to share: 

 RIS3 challenges identified by the European Commission (2016): (1) Prioritization, (2) 

Integrated policy mixes, (3) Smart, evidence-based policy making, (4) Multi-level governance, 

(5) Cross- border dimension, (6) Sustainable stakeholder engagement. 

 

 Clusters3 ´Thematic framework´: (1) implementation via specific support instruments & 

programmes, (2) Design and deployment of cluster policy, (3) monitoring and evaluation, (4) 

Alignment with RIS3, (5) Internationalization of CA, (6) Building the CA capacity 

 

 Benchmarking Analysis (Policy Learning Document 1): Alignment with action 

areas/opportunities identified 

 

 Peer Review (Policy Learning Document 2): Inspiration from recommendations and practices 

highlighted by external experts. 

At the beginning of the project the partners built up a list of topics (a ‘thematic Box’). These gave 
structure to the learning journey in terms of content, providing a guide around which to organize 
workshops, surveys and other learning activities. Specifically, this thematic box contained some 
questions that helped partners to clarify their own experiences and practices related to cluster 
strategies and support instruments. Indeed, a first step was to get contributions to this “wish list” and 

Phase 1:  
Undrerstanding 
a good practice 

 

Phase 2:  
Open call & 
gathering 

information 
 

Phase 3:  
Identification 
and putting 
information 

together 
 

Phase 4: 
Constrasting & 

finalizing 
 

Phase 5: 

Transfer 
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agree on the content to be explored according to the participating regional managing authorities’ 
interests and experiences.  

As the project progressed through a series of learning workshops hosted by different partners, these 

provided the opportunity to share, discuss and analyze the GPs proposed by each partner. The GPs to 

be shared at each workshop were identified and proposed through a process that was guided by 

common understanding around a set of criteria. 

1. Basic criteria 

Basic criteria facilitate a first screening of the proposed best practice, namely whether the 

proposed practice addresses a relevant topic and is transferable to other territories, etc 

- Transferability (can and how can one transfer or learn from the GP) 

- EU Clusters and RIS3 (does the GP align with the project agenda on clusters and RIS3) 

 

2. Common criteria 

Common criteria look deeper into the context of the proposed practice with respect to the 

central components of the defined topic: key themes acknowledged by the inputs outlined 

above as being central to the “alignment of clusters and RIS3”   

- Evident changes (results confirmed via quantitative and qualitative evidence) 

- Multiple-helix approach to implementation (the activities have been done by various 

institutions) 

- Multi-level Governance (the implementation has been done with involvement of various 

actors) 

- Cross-sector cooperation (the bridging institutions/companies of (un)related 

industries/sectors) 

 

3. Specific criteria 

Specific criteria reflect (1) either partner regions specific interest, (2) territories specific 

conditions and/ or (3) other partner-specific proposals 

- Added value (reflect what specific added value for the partner regions the practice has 

contributed) 

- Thematic framework (indicate to which of the projects thematic lines it is primarily 

associated) 

The journey through the thematic topics, and the GPs shared during this journey, is set out in the table 
below.   
 

 DATE LOCATION TOPICS (THEMATIC BOX) 

1 May 
2016 

IWS 
BASQUE COUNTRY 

 

 
 
The implementation of cluster policies typically requires the design and launch of specific instruments 
and programmes that support cooperative activities in the region’s clusters. This may be through support 
for formal Cluster Associations or Collaborative Networks or for looser projects that bring together 
constituent parts of clusters (firms, research centres, training centres, etc.), or some combination of 
these. During the first two workshops (Bilbao, Piemonte, 2016) partners presented the specific types of 
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instruments and programmes that have been/ or anticipated to be developed in each of the partner 
regions. 
 
Practices shared: 
 
Design and deployment of Clusters Policy 

 How to Identify & prioritise clusters & sectors & involve SMEs, STI, administration and large 
companies. 

 How to Coordinate w/ other Competitiveness Policies (Joined-Up Policies, Innovation, 
Internationalisation, FDI). 

 How to evolve & deal with Emerging clusters, Expansion of clusters, spin-offs, restructuring & 
convergence, etc.) 

 

2 Oct. 
2016 

IWS Piemonte 

 
 
Practices shared: 
 
Implement the Policy through specific support instruments & programmes 

 How to adapt the typology & intensity of support (technical assistance, financial support, duration of 
the programmes, etc.) to the maturity & development stage of clusters. 

 How to enhance Cross-Sector collaboration in order to foster technology hybridisation and specialised 
diversification within a cross-cluster approach. 

3 Feb. 
2017 

IWS Lubelskie 

 
 
In Lublin, partners reflected about “Adopting Cross-cutting KETs and cross-domain cooperation” and 
“Exploring Cross-cluster synergies beyond the territory & domain boundaries of the cluster, in order to 
articulate and implement the RIS3”. During this workshop the objective was to understand how to 
increase the interaction of cross-sector cluster partnerships: both within each partner region as well as 
between the regions based on complementary competences identified through smart regional profiling. 
To identify opportunities taking into account the cross-sector dimension and cross border dimension. 
 
Practices shared: 
 
Development of Clusters Policy & Alignment with RIS3 

 Adopting Cross-cutting KETs and cross-domain cooperation 

 Exploring Cross-cluster synergies beyond the territory & domain boundaries of the cluster, in order to 

articulate and implement the RIS3. 

4 Jun. 
2017 

IWS Highlands & 
Islands 

 
 
The main focus of the 4th learning workshop conducted in Inverness (Scotland, 2017) was on the 

monitoring and evaluation of clusters and cluster policies. This is a very challenging part of cluster policy 

practice because many of the impacts of working with clusters are intangible. Moreover, cluster policies 

are extremely heterogeneous and typically have strong interactions with a wide range of other 

competitiveness policies. Hence attributing specific socioeconomic impacts to a given cluster or cluster 

policy is an extremely difficult task. All of the partners are grappling with these issues in their day-to-day 

work managing cluster (or cluster-type) policies, and the workshop was a great forum for exchanging 
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experiences and practices. 

Practices shared: 
 
Monitoring & Evaluation of cluster performance & cluster programmes. 

 Methodology for measuring and assessing 

 Long term Socio-economic impact 

 How the results shape the Policy & strategy 

5 Oct. 
2017 

IWS Latvia 

 
 
The Clusters3 project partners met for the 5th Interregional Workshop in Riga in October 2017.The 

workshop dealt about internationalisation and the audience had the opportunity to discuss trying to 

reveal the worth of cooperation for the promotion of competitiveness, innovation and 

internationalization of SME’s. Partners also reflected about ¿How to boost Technology Innovation in 

SMEs? 

Practices shared: 
 
Interntionalisation of Cluster Organisations  

 Increasing International engagement of both cluster organizations & its members. 

 How to enhance Cross-Cluster collaboration cooperation (at regional and international level) in order 
to develop new value chains in new emerging growth domains. 

6 March. 
2018 

IWS Northern I. 

 
 
During the last IW held in Belfast (March 2018) an aspect pertaining to cluster capacity/capability 
building from a Government perspective, Industry Perspective, Cluster Manager Perspective, Academic 
Perspective. 
Notes on Experience Exchange capacity and competence building for cluster management  
 Each partner briefly presented the mechanisms through which policy-makers & cluster managers 
develop their competences in their regions and how are the people directly involved in policy for and 
management of collaborative networks and clusters increasing their competences. 
 
Practices shared: 
 
Building the Capacity of Cluster Organisations. 

 Formal Training for Cluster Managers and Policy Officers 

 Sharing Experiences, Joint Learning 

 

3. Impacts of Sharing Good Practices 
The second phase of Clusters3 is based around the implementation of action plans by each of the 

regional or national authorities engaged in the project. An action plan is a document providing details 

on how the lessons learnt during the project will be exploited in order to improve a specific policy 

instrument. The good practice examples shared during the first stage of the project served as a 

learning basis to get to know about and deeply understand existing practices elsewhere and have 

provided inspiration for the actions being implemented in partners’ action plans. In total 28 actions 

have been developed by the project partners in their action plans, and Figure 5 shows the topic 
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distribution of these actions.  

There is notable focus on some areas that appear to be particularly important, such as 

internationalisation of cluster organisations, capacity building and development of support 

instruments and programmes. Exchange and learning from specific support instruments and 

programmes can be highlighted as the most effective topic on the transfer of practices between the 

regions as many inspirations for the action plans came from here. 

Figure 5: Action Plan Topics 

 

Alongside their influence on experimentation with real-time policy improvements, a selection of the 

more than 45 experiences shared within the Clusters3 project are also being extended to a wider 

audience through the Interreg policy learning platform. These GPs were selected by applying the 

criteria mentioned in the previous section, which were operationalised by grouping them together into 

an assessment tool (see Table 2, below). The resulting GPs are the following, each of which is detailed 

in the Appendix to this report: 

 Cluster management development support: non-financial assistance (Basque Country) 

 Cluster observatory on economic outlook and industrial trends (Basque Country) 

 Key national cluster (Lubelskie Region) 

 Business marketing of Lubelskie Voivodeship (Lubelskie Region)  

 Regional calls supporting SME R&D innovative projects (Piemonte Region) 

 The creative industries network programme 2014-2017 (Scotland) 

 Interface: Knowledge connection for business (Scotland) 

 Cluster associations’ involvement in Basque RIS3 implementation (Basque Country) 

 Regional cluster support strategy (Piemonte Region) 

 MATRIX, the Northern Ireland Science Industry Panel (Northern Ireland) 

 Riga IT demo centre as industry promotion instrument: local & international (Latvia) 

 Voice of the user survey for cluster associations services assessment (Basque Country) 

 Tool for monitoring and evaluating Hungarian cluster policy: accreditation (Hungary) 

 Independent programme evaluation and appraisal (Northern Ireland) 
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 Table 1: Evaluation of GPs (assessment tool) 

   
    

Criterion LOW MEDIUM HIGH 

1) Transferability. The description gives information on components regarding the transferability of the good practice (can and 
how one can transfer or learn from the GP).(low = only components of low transferability, medium = at least 1 component of 
high transferability, high = 2 or more components of high transferability) 

      

2) The description provides insight in how the good practice is tackling regional potential, specific strengths, competitive 
advantages, needs or challenges (evidence-based). 

      

3) The description of the good practice states, how it is tailored to the regional or local context (place-based).       

4) EU Clusters and RIS3 (does it in line with EU agenda for clusters and RIS3)       

5) Cross-sector cooperation (the bridging institutions / companies of (un)related industries/ sectors)       

6) Several regional stakeholders have been involved in the implementation of the good practice. Multiple-helix approach to 
implementation (the activities have been done by various institutions) 
(low = 1 stakeholder; medium = 2 to 3 stakeholders; high = 4 or more stakeholders) 

      

7) Thematic framework (indicate to which thematic line it primarily associated)       

8)A system for continuous monitoring, ideally based on a derived set of indicators, is in place, which supplies information on 
the outputs and outcomes of the practice. 
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4. Conclusions: Where next? 

When the Clusters3 project was launched in Bilbao in March 2016, smart specialisation strategies 

were being implemented for the first time across European regions. Since then they have become 

embedded as a key framework for prioritising innovation investments in European regions. Clusters 

have played and continue to play an active role in the smart specialisation dynamics within and 

across many regions, supported by initiatives such as the European Strategic Cluster Partnerships in 

thematic areas related to industrial modernisation. As these relationships consolidate, the good 

practices shared, and the lessons learned during the course of the Clusters3 project provide a 

valuable foundation for reflecting on the next stage of development in the relationship between 

cluster policies and smart specialisation strategies. 

The good practices captured in this policy learning document and the topics covered in partners’ 

action plans cover a broad range of themes that reflect the ambitious initial scope of the project and 

the complexity of the interactions between clusters and regional strategies. There is however a 

notable focus on four areas that appear to be consistently important. 

Firstly, a large proportion of the actions and several of the identified GPs relate to the overall design 

and deployment of cluster policies and the articulation of specific support instruments. This reflects 

both the heterogeneity that characterises cluster policy and its instruments across regions, and the 

complexity of the innovation and competitiveness policy mix with which cluster policies interact. In 

this context the continued exchange of good practices and experimentation of approaches in 

different contexts will be particularly important, especially given the changing nature of regional 

economies. Fostering economic transformation is a key goal of smart specialisation strategies, and 

regional policy makers need more sophisticated and dynamic intelligence on how regional strengths 

and cluster boundaries are evolving in real time. Cluster policies themselves can play a key bridging 

role in obtaining and feeding this intelligence into other relevant policy areas, and that same 

intelligence can be used to more effectively align cluster policies with the entrepreneurial discovery 

shaping regions’ smart specialisation strategies. 

Secondly, the internationalisation of cluster organisations, combined with the need for a better 

understanding of how to foster cross-cluster collaboration, is highlighted time and again in the action 

plans and good practices. While the specific purpose, focus and process is different in each plan, the 

common thread is recognition of the need to promote international openness as a core feature of 

the cluster policy, reflecting the position of regional clusters in global innovation networks and value 

chains. Moreover, in a context of rising global trade uncertainty, where processes such as Brexit are 

threatening to change the barriers to internationalisation, the role that clusters can play in 

https://www.interregeurope.eu/clusters3/
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smoothing the pathways for their members to engage in global value chains is likely to become an 

area of increasing focus.   

Thirdly, as might be expected, building capacity among cluster management organisations features 

strongly. What is more surprising is that it is present both in the action plans of regions that are just 

starting out with cluster policy and in those of regions with a long experience with cluster policy. This 

highlights the ‘life-long’ nature of training and support for cluster practitioners, whose delicate 

intermediary role requires a unique set of skills. It suggests the need for an ongoing focus on how 

best to build and maintain this capacity into the future.  

Finally, the presence of both good practices and ongoing actions related to monitoring and 

evaluation reveal that there is still much to learn around the workings of cluster policies and the 

types of impacts that they can make, both with regards to business competitiveness and with regards 

to regional smart specialisation.  Improving monitoring and evaluation practice will be 

important for the next stage of development in the relationship between cluster policies and smart 

specialisation strategies, both in terms of better demonstrating the impact of policy investments and 

generating learning dynamics that feed back into policy improvement. 

5. Future challenges for cluster policy and smart specialisation: 

To be completed with the conclusions from the Final Conference group dynamic/discussion of cluster 

policies 
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Annex: Good Practice Collection 
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Interface-The knowledge connection for business

(Scotland)

Policy Implementation through specific support instruments and programmes

Description: 

Interface works with businesses of all sizes, in all sectors, to match them to Scotland’s world-leading 

academic expertise.Building collaborations all the time.

The Interface strategy aims to stimulate demand for knowledge exchange between industry and 

universities and research institutions through creating sustained partnerships, proactive marketing, 

stakeholder engagement and infrastructure management including research into long term 

sustainability options.

The actors have come together by mutual consent to provide a central point of access for companies 

to tap into expertise across a wide breadth of disciplines from science, engineering and technology to 

arts and humanities.

Interface facilitates triple helix clusters to tackle industry sector challenges that leads to 

transformational outcomes and impacts. By working together to accelerate entrepreneurship

and innovation, Interface drives sustainable economic growth and helps to make Highlands and Islands 

region a CAN DO place for business.

Resources:
Funding for the service is provided by Scottish Funding Council, European Regional Development Fund 

and Highland and Islands Enterprise. Currently, the service is financed through public sources.

Evidence Sucess: 

Business supported by Interface contribute £64.2 million gross value added (GVA) a year the Scottish 

economy, supporting around 1,060 Scottish jobs. Since 2005: • Interface has introduced over 2,700 

businesses to academic partners. • Over 1,700 company & university collaborative projects initiated.

• 33 clusters addressing key growth sector challenges.• 83% of businesses recorded reduced operating 

costs,increased productivity, profits, export, turnover and new or safeguarded employment.

Potential for learning or to 

transfer:

For each £1 invested in Interface to date it has generated £6.33 GVA for the Scottish economy; and the 

average cost/job supported by Interface has been £9,566. This means that the return on investment 

generated by Interface, which is funded by the Scottish Funding Council, with contributions from 

Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise, is already on a level with that delivered by 

comparable UK wide programmes designed to achieve similar objectives.

Companies have experienced transformational effects on their business as a result of their interaction 

with Interface. In particular, many reported that the collaboration had been a catalyst for deep and 

long lasting relationships which has resulted in improved business competitiveness.

Difficulties encountered:

Some collaborations have been challenging due to personalities involved, and also some business 

actors cannot change from a thinking of competition. Also not all innovations or findings work out the 

way it was initially anticipated.
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