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Smart specialisation has recently gained a significant importance as a base for 
the european regional policy within the new άEurope 2020έ strategy. In fact, in 
the new programming period 2014-2020, the cohesion policy will be 
subordinated to the development of Regional Strategies based on Smart 
Specialization patterns.  

The origin  of the smart specialisation concept comes from the strategic 

reflection carried out between 2006 and 2009 by a group of experts at  

European level called ñKnowledge for Groupò (K4G). This group concluded 

that the competitiveness gap between Europe and the United States comes from 

a lower economic and technology specialisation, as weel as a lower ability to 

prioritize efforts and resources at regional level. 

As a mechanism to reduce 

this gap, the Commission urges 

the regions to develop Regional 

Strategies based on smart  

specialisation patterns. 

The regions must find the 

specialisation that will  provide 

them a competitive advantage, as 

well as a comparative one over 

other regions, enabling them to 

develop new activities in the 

future. 

The availability  of funds from the cohesion policy will  be 

subordinated to the identification, definition and implementation of a strategy 

focused on smart specialisation approach. Besides, the evaluation and 

monitoring exercise will  also be a key part in the process as the level of 

attaintment regarding the objectives in the strategy will  determines the 

financing from the Cohesion Policy. 
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SMART SPECIALISATION: 
THE CONCEPT  

Smart specialisation is a relatively new concept both at academic and political 

level. Current references are limited to the authors that actually advise the Commission 

in the field (Foray et al. 20071, 2009ª2 and 2009b3; and McCann et al. 20114). According 

to them, smart specialisation could be defined as: 

The conceptual approach 

above considers the following elements 

when defining smart specialization: 

1. Global context perspective from 

which specialization patterns are 

configured as parts of a global 

value chain and holds a 

comparative advantage regarding 

other locations. 

ñThe prioritization done at regional level in a small group of 

sectors/technologies potentially competitive in international markets and 

generators of new activities with competitive advantage over other 

locationsò.                                         

1FORAY, D Y VAN ARK, B. (2007) ά{ƳŀǊǘ Specialisation in a truly integrated research area is the key to attracting more R&D to 9ǳǊƻǇŜέ Policy Brief no 1. 

a2FORAY, D (2009) ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ Smart Specialisationέ en PONTIKAKIS, KYRIAKOU Y VAN BAVEL (2009) ά¢ƘŜ question of R&D Specialisation: 
perspectives and policy ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ. JRC Scientific and Technical Reports. 

b3FORAY, D., DAVID, P. A. Y HALL, B. (2009) ά{ƳŀǊǘ Specialisation: the ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘέ en Potocnik´s ά9ȄǇŜǊǘ Group Knowledge for Growth wŜǇƻǊǘέ. 

4McCAN, P. Y ORTEGA-ARGILÉS, R. (2011) ά{ƳŀǊǘ Specialisation, regional growth and applications to EU Cohesion ǇƻƭƛŎȅέ. Economic Geography 
working paper 2011. Faculty of Spatial Sciences, University of Goningen 

2. Specialisation in technological 

domains/specific sectors, where the 

region is competitive and able to 

prioritize its efforts with a significant 

rate of return. 

3. Relatedness (systemic approach) 

between different technology  

domains/sectors, maximizing the 

externalities of the related variety and 

the emerging activities arising from 

them. 
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WHICH elements define an

smart specialisation?

GLOBAL CONTEXT

SPECIALISATION

RELATEDNESS

Obtaining COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGES

Obtaining COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES

Exploiting RELATED VARIETY

Identification of the diferentiator elements which
constitute a comparative advantage and its coherence as
a part of a global value chain.

Identification of those technology domains and/or
sectors of priority as part of a strategy to reach
competitive advantages.

Identification and explotation of the regional related
diversity in order to develop new technology domains
and/or sectors.

SMART
SPECIALISATION THE CONCEPT

Page 2 
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Key issues for  GLOBAL  CONTEXT  

V Which are the technology domains/ sectors where I can reach a comparative advantage over 

other regions at Europeanand international level? 

V Which is our regional typology regarding the global competitiveness context? Which are the 

direct competitors? Which are potential collaborators? 

V In which part of the global value chain are the technological domains and/or sectors of the 

regional specialisation inserted? 

Key issues for  SPECIALIZATION  

V In which domains/sectors can our region reach a competitive advantage based on excellence? 

V How much value added posses the technological domains and/or sectors of our smart 

specialisation? 

V Which agents can reach excellent levels in the technology domains/sectors of our specialisation 

pattern? 

Key issues for  RELATEDNESS 

V How horizontal are the domains/sectors of the regional specialisation? Which is the optimal mix of 

specialisation-diversification for my region? 

V Which are the frontiers of the related variety? Which is the best collaborative dinamisms for 

materialising smart specialisation? 

V Which agents can contribute to dynamize the regional related variety? 
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SPACIALISATION RELATEDNESS GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE+ +

COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE
Through critical mass

and excellence

COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE
Building

Global Value Chains

REINVENTING THE 
ECONOMY

Through related variety
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SPECIALIZATION RANGE GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE+ +

COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE
Through excellence

COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE
Global logistic value chain

REINVENCIÓN ECONÓMICA
Through variety related

ENTERPRISHING SPIRIT

INTELLIGENT SPECIALIZATION
REGIONAL COMPETITIVINESS GENOME

SMART SPECIALISATION
REGIONAL COMPETITIVENESS TURBINE

ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT

SPECIALISATION 
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SMART SPECIALISATION STRATEGY: 
THE POLICY 

According to the Commission, it is expected that regional specialization will  

allow to reach, not only at regional but also at European level a sustainable economic 

growth in the medium and long term, as stated in Europe 2020 Strategy. 

In this context, the Commission also points out that this smart specialization 

needs to be defined through specific strategies where a number of technology 

domains/sectors are prioritized, subjected to tracking and evaluation. 

At regional level, an smart 

specialisation strategy can be structured 

as follows:  

1. An initial participatory and 

consensus exercise that must 

identify  and select those 

sectors/technology domains where 

the region is going to prioritize its 

efforts and the available recources. 

The idea is to lead the process from a 

ñbottom-upò approach with a ñtop-

downò support from the regional 

government. 

2. The policymaking must define and 

implement the priorities  through 

realistic, reachable and measurable 

objectives, and specific iniciatives 

connected to them involving all the 

economic and social agents. 

3. The strategy must have a monitoring 

and evaluation system to update and 

have a high degree of transparency, 

which is a key element to raise the 

European regional policy funds. 
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STRATEGY

Initiating the REFLETION PROCESS

Materializing the STRATEGY

Assuring a CONTINIOUS PROCESS

To identify the smart specialization pattern through
a άōƻǘǘƻƳ-ǳǇέcollective reflection process and a
άǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴέsupport.

To materialize the smart specialization strategy
through objectives and programs that involve all
stakeholders in the region.

To establish an evaluation and monitoring system
that considers smart specialization as a continuous
improving and learning process.

SMART 
SPECIALISATION

HOW does smart specialization translate 

itself into a policy?

IDENTIFICACION

DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION

EVALUATION AND MONITORING
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Key issues for  IDENTIFICATION  

V Which agents  from the businesses and innovation system are critical for the 

ñbottom-upò process? 

V How must the ñtop-downò support approach by the governmnet, be configured? 

V Which are the participatory tools (ñbottom-upò approach) and strategic information 

tools (ñtop-downò approach) to be used during the identification process?  

Key issues for DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 

V Which agents must participate in the design of the strategy? 

V Which are the most appropriate programmes to set up the smart specialization? 

V Which stakeholders must be involved in each one of the aspects of an smart 

specialisation strategy? Which must be their role? 

Key issues for EVALUATION AND MONITORING 

V Who must be responsible for the monitoring and evaluation of the strategy? 

V Which are the instruments to monitoring the evolution of the smart specialization? 

Which is the best mix quantitative-qualitative approaches? 

V What mechanisms must be defined to update the strategy regarding the changes in 

smart specialisation across time? 
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CAN ALL THE REGIONS BE LEADERS IF THEY CHOSE 
CORRECTLY THEIR STRATEGY? 

Future

Can all the regions 
be learthers ?

COMPETITIVE 
advantage

+
COMPARATIVE

+
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Past Present

Historic 
heritance

wŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ

International 
context

ÅStrengths
ÅProblems

ÅThreats
ÅOpportunities

Culture/
Social Capital

Resources
(natural/others)

Institutions

Work

Knowledge
Capital

Competitors
Competitive 
Tendencies

Technical change/ 
knowledge

INTELLIGENT 
SPECIALIZATION 
STRATEGY 

Fundamentos de la política

Å Combinar el enfoque de ventaja 
competitiva y comparativa

ÅBuscar la reinvención a través de 
nuevos sectores

Regional assets 

Historic 
heritage 

Policy foundations 

Å To combine the competitive and 
comparative approaches 

Å To search for the reinvention 
through new sectors 

Competitive  
trends 

Definition & implementation Identification 

Evaluation & monitoring 
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Smart 
Specialisation 
Strategy 
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WHICH elementsdefine a 

smartspecialisation?
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