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Abstract. In East Poland voivodeships as poorly developed regions the outlined 

areas of smart specialisations pertained mainly to building the competitive 

advantage based on traditional sectors lacking in innovation. In the remaining 

highly developed regions, smart specialisations were more frequently based on 

innovative sectors and on increasing competitiveness through the increase of 

innovation.  The regional strategies of smart specialisations are an instrument of 

building the regional consensus for the development of entrepreneurship.  Their 

task is also to find specific sectors of regional economy that are important and 

give potential opportunities for development. The task of authorities acting for 

implementing the regional innovation systems is to cooperate with companies 

and business-related bodies with the aim of providing help to entrepreneurs with 

absorbing EU funds. The effects of implementation of the regional innovation 

systems largely depend on institutional effectiveness of the self-government 

administration involved in that process.  
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1 Introduction 

The strategy for smart specialisation constitutes the basic component of the European 

Cohesion Strategy in relation to the regions. The recommendations of the European 

Union pertaining to specifying fields and sectors deciding about the competitive 

advantage and the growth potential of a country and its regions are connected with a 

new approach to a more effective financing of innovation in years 2014–2020 [2]. 

Identifying strengths and weaknesses of regions within the smart specialisation strategy 

conditions the possibility of using EU funds in the current financial perspective. 

Implementing regional innovation strategies for smart specialisations (RIS3) is 

connected with undertaking actions in identified areas of science, economy constituting 

the development potential of regions, the aim of which is to increase the 

competitiveness and innovation of a voivodeship economy [9]. A characteristic feature 

of regional innovation systems is that they are rooted in the regional environment. A 

fundamental role in the process of building the innovative capacity of regions is played 



 

 

by regional policy which constitutes the plane that binds the actions of individual items 

of the regional innovation scene. In that process, self-government authorities mainly 

play a supportive function and coordinate pro-innovation behaviours and actions 

undertaken in the region [10]. 

The assumption of RIS3 is to use the endogenous resources of regions deciding about 

their social and economic development with the consideration of the rules of sustainable 

development policy [14]. The size of the basic indicators typical for the research and 

development infrastructure places the East Poland regions last in the country. That 

determines the possibilities of using the identified areas of smart specialisations in the 

development of regions and indicates large disproportions in the scope of research and 

development activities at the regional scale in Poland [15]. Therefore, designing and 

implementing smart strategies required the participation of various stakeholders, 

including public administration, the science sector and research bodies, the circle of 

entrepreneurs and consumers as well as non-profit organisations.  It means that a 

strategy should encompass a public, market and civil paradigm. The result of joint 

analyses is the vision of the future regional growth confirmed by all stakeholders which 

includes key targets [17]. The social and economic scenario, worked out jointly, should 

allow for long-term cooperation of all co-authors of RIS3. The aim of the created vision 

is the specification of a limited number of development priorities complementary to the 

identified potential of smart specialization [18]. They include both technological and 

sector priorities as well as horizontal priorities. An instrument that can be helpful in 

that scope may be a prepared plan of action including strategic targets, the schedule of 

works, the sources of financing and a general division of the budget. The system of 

monitoring and assessing the progress of strategy execution and achievement of set 

targets is a perfect component of the strategy [6]. Because of that, it is important to 

indicate non-measurable priorities, including the expected effects and indicators, as 

well as their initial and target values. In accordance with the assumption made by the 

European Union, the strategy for smart specialisation should be constantly developed 

and adjusted to the changing economic realities and the results of monitoring and 

assessment. 

The aim of the article was to identity common areas of smart specializations of East 

Poland voivodeships which are mainly based on areas connected with natural resources: 

bio-economy, food, food processing, health. Based on the analysis of programme 

documents pertaining to the implementation of RIS3 in selected regions of East Poland, 

a role was presented of individual stakeholders in the process of coordination of RIS3. 

The results of surveys allowed for the identification of factors conditioning the rules of 

cooperation between the entities responsible for implementing RIS3, including also 

undertaking activities for the increase of competitiveness and innovation of those 

regions. Smart specialisations are based on market knowledge of business and local 

government entities in connection with the research and development and innovation 

potential of the region. 



 

 

2 The Essence of the Smart Specialisation Concept  

The basic assumption underlying the smart specialisation concept is the increase of 

innovation and competitiveness of regions on the basis of their endogenous potential 

and the sectors already existing in those regions. These may include both specialisations 

within one sector, as well as inter-sector undertakings allowing for achieving a specific 

competitive advantage [19]. The guidelines of the European Commission in the scope 

of the so called third generation strategies set an expectation towards the regions 

regarding the strengthening of smart specialisations basing on the following four 

mutually related rules (termed as 4 C): choices, competitive advantage, critical mass 

and collaborative leadership. The aim of that concept is achieving the critical mass in 

areas and sectors that are key for competitiveness, spreading general application 

technologies, especially by using them in products and services as well as strengthening 

local potentials in the scope of innovation activities [20]. With the use of knowledge 

and the specialised research and development activities considering social and 

economic features, the regions should achieve perfection in a specific field, which will 

make it possible for them to increase their competitiveness and innovation, among 

others by: 

• indicating, on the basis of the analysis of strengths and weaknesses, as well as 

possibilities and directions of growth, several investment priorities in perspective 

areas of specialisation and building a competitive advantage on such basis, 

• greater use of knowledge and combining the possibilities of the R&D and business 

sectors in the scope of research and development activities with the consideration of 

social and economic features of a given region, 

• creating clusters and space for varied inter-sector connections causing the 

diversification processes through the participation in above-regional networks, 

• engaging scientific facilities, public authorities as well as entities responsible for 

implementing innovations in pro-innovation processes. 

Specific resources of the region integrated in global processes are presently becoming 

the key success factor. Possessing them conditions the uniqueness of regional space and 

should be perceived both as the basis for endogenous growth and a natural competitive 

advantage [1]. The leading regions may invest in improving general technologies or in 

innovation in services, while for the remaining regions it will be more beneficial to 

invest in innovations in a specific sector or in several related sectors. The hardest task 

encompassed in the requirement of a smart specialisation is the specification by self-

government authorities the social and economic identity of the region as well as 

identifying the most beneficial areas of specialisation. When choosing smart 

specialisation, a real potential, that will be realistically adjusted to the capabilities, 

possibilities and needs in the region, should constitute the basis for the process of 

selection. Regional innovation strategies are the tool for building the regional 

innovation system. They are the tool specializing the policy of a regional self-

government towards the sector of enterprises. Regional innovation systems constitute 

a regional environment developed in a way which is favourable for creating, 



 

 

transferring and using knowledge which serves the social and economic development. 

A characteristic feature of regional innovation systems is that they are rooted in the 

regional environment [4].  

Regional innovation and smart specialisation strategies (RIS3) are created in regions 

next to region development strategies, or they are included in revised voivodeship 

development strategies. The main target of RIS3 should include undertaken actions in 

identified areas of science, economy which are the growth potential of the regions, for 

increasing the level of competitiveness and innovation of the voivodeship economy 

with the consideration of the rule of sustainable development.  

The regional strategies of research an innovation for smart specialisation (RIS3) are 

integrated defined programmes of economic transformation of individual regions which 

are based on: 

• using the strengths and competitive advantages of a given region and its potential in 

order to achieve perfection when considering differences in innovation possibilities 

of regions, 

• full commitment of stakeholders and joint identification of the most suitable areas 

of specialisation and on the indication of the factors that hinder implementing 

innovations in the region, 

• concentrating the public support in the scope of carrying out the policy and 

investments on key regional priorities, challenges and needs in the scope of 

knowledge-based development, 

• using the tools supporting innovation and stimulating the possibilities of the 

development of investment in research and development by private entities 

favouring technological and practical innovations, creating the effect of synergy, 

• the system of monitoring and assessment base on objective data, evidence and 

indicators.   

Most often, East Poland voivodeships indicated specialisations based on the fields 

connected with the natural resources: bio-economy, food, agricultural and food 

processing, health. Names of specialisations refer directly to key sectors (tourism, 

health, industry) or are formulated in a general way, e.g. by describing the mutual 

connections between sectors in the form of a supply chain (Tab. 1) 

Table 1. Identified smart specialisations specified in the Strategy of Social and Economic 

Development of East Poland (as at the end of 2017).  

Voivodeship Example 

Warmińsko – mazurskie Water economy – production of yachts, boats, water transport, water 

sports, biological regeneration, agricultural and food industry, 

machine industry. Timber and furniture making, high quality food. 

Podlaskie Dairy industry, agricultural and food processing, construction and 

timber industry, tourism, metal and machine industry, boatbuilding, 

medical sector, health sciences, eco-innovations, environmental 

sciences. 



 

 

Lubelskie t 
Green power engineering, bio-economy, medicine and health, IT and 

automation. 

Świętokrzyskie 

Resource-efficient construction, metal and casting industry, health 

and pro-health tourism, modern agriculture and food processing, IT 

and communication technologies, sustainable energy development, 

fair and congress industry.  

Podkarpackie 
Aviation and astronautics, quality of life, IT and 

telecommunications. 

 

Areas of specialisation in the mentioned regions of Poland were identified as a result 

of merging two approaches: 

• bottom-up, i.e. various consultations with the representatives of companies, 

organisations of employers, the biggest companies in the region, as well as scientists, 

• top-down, i.e. proposals of experts who at the request of voivodeship boards 

prepared the analyses of potentials of the regions.  

The analysis of selected areas of smart specialisations in East Poland voivodeships 

indicated that it was visible that the horizontal connections, i.e. clusters were used when 

designing and implementing RIS3. Their creation allowed for identifying regional 

competitiveness and resources (indicate a sector, location or spatial division) as well as 

specify the priorities. That is why, in the 2014 – 2020 perspective clusters may be 

supported in mutual targets with the areas of smart specialisation. It is also 

recommended to strengthen the local and international cooperation, in particular in 

relation to the support of the developing sectors. In the East Poland regions the peculiar 

character of smart specialisations concentrating on agriculture and agricultural and food 

processing sectors is more visible. Common areas within determined specialisations are 

visible. The connections pertain in particular to the following industries and sectors 

encompassed by specialisations: 

• food and agricultural and food products, 

• ecology, 

• tourism, medicine, health, 

• power generation, 

• IT and communication technologies, 

• green construction, 

• production of machinery and equipment.  

Most common areas can be noticed in industries and sectors which are based on the 

natural resources of East Poland (ecology, food production and processing) and on the 

existing leading industrial sectors. The area of technology and research is common 

because in each region it supports endogenous economic sectors making them "smart". 

"Food and agricultural and food products" is a common area indicated in RIS3 by East 

Poland voivodesips. That area encompasses sectors connected with agricultural 

(vegetable and animal) production, agricultural and food processing (food industry), 

storing and logistics and the sale of agricultural and food products and food. It also 



 

 

includes the production of machinery and equipment for agriculture and the food 

industry. Ecology is another common area within the determined specialisations. That 

area includes sectors directly connected with environmental protection (e.g. wildlife 

conservation, monitoring of the environment) as well as environmental engineering and 

environmental technologies (e.g. channelling and purifying wastewater, waste 

management, reclamation, regeneration). That area is complemented by the 

environmental research sector, R&D and eco-innovations. The last diagnosed common 

area within smart specialisations is tourism, medicine and health. That area also 

includes the tourist industry, medical research and technologies (e.g. biotechnology, 

genetics) and producing medicinal products, as well as medical services and treatments 

e.g. specialist treatments, rehabilitation, physiotherapy) and sectors connected with 

health prevention (e.g. dietetics, health lifestyle, wellness, health resorts).  

Due to the occurrence of common diagnosed areas that constitute smart 

specialisations, joint initiatives should be undertaken in the scope of possibilities of 

executing projects that are interconnected in that macro-region. Moreover, activities for 

working out common above-regional smart specialisations should be undertaken. In the 

process of selection of smart specialisations in those regions their endogenous resources 

were considered. When selecting the areas of specialisation, self-government 

authorities were frequently keen on preserving the regional status quo than the 

redevelopment of the economy of the region through innovations. 

3 Europe 2020 Strategy in relation to the Concept of 

Smart Specialisations of Regions Growth  

Determining smart specialisations is one of the targets of the Strategy for smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth – Europe 2020. The interdependence of smart 

specialisation occurs in particular in connection with the priority pertaining to smart 

growth. Within the Europe 2020 strategy, the problem of regional specialisations refers 

to the central project of Innovation Union which assumes the support of innovation 

growth, including the improvement of the conditions for conducting research activities 

leading to the conversion of novel ideas into innovative products and services launched 

on the European Single Market. The Innovation Union emphasizes the necessity of: 

• facilitating and coordinating national and regional research and innovation systems, 

• departing from the practices of copying or doubling the undertaken actions and 

supporting the development of only those technologies that are most popular at a 

given moment,  

• engaging all entities in the process of creating and implementing innovations, both 

states and regions – leaders of innovation, as well as those marked by the lowest 

level of innovation in such a way that each of them focused on own potential and 

path of growth,  

• combining smart specialisation with the instruments of cohesion policy and rural 

development policy in the financial perspective, 



 

 

• determine innovations and smart specialisations among the targets of structural 

funds programmes of the above-mentioned policies. 

Also, one of the central initiatives of the Europe 2020 strategy – Digital Agenda for 

Europe – is connected with that topic. Its aim is to achieve permanent social and 

economic advantages thanks to a broad use of ICT technologies. Notable effects of the 

fulfilment of the Agenda should pertain to whole member states, regions and rural areas 

[18]. 

In a regional dimension, Europe 2020 is implemented via smart specialisations. 

Therefore, the task of the regions was to prepare a general strategy of growth with the 

particular consideration of smart specialisations. According to the EU guidelines, one 

of the priorities in the financial perspective for years 2014–2020 includes the Regional 

innovation strategies for smart specialisation, RIS3. The specifically developed RIS3 

Guide was the help in preparing RIS3. The aim of preparing those strategies is to 

improve the effectiveness of financing R&D with the obligatory consideration of the 

regional potential. Efficient and effective system of support of research, growth and 

innovations constitutes the basic aim of the fulfilment of the Europe 2020 programme. 

The European policy stresses the necessity to accelerate and strengthen the building of 

knowledge based economy, the strive for the effective use of resources, and the increase 

of innovative capacities of regions. In the process of building innovative capacities of 

regions, self-government authorities mainly play a supportive function and coordinate 

pro-innovation behaviours and actions undertaken in the region. 

4 Factors Conditioning the Process of Implementing the 

Strategies of Innovation and Smart Specialisations in 

regions  

Implementing the regional innovation and smart specialisation strategies in individual 

regions is connected with the necessity to look for new in terms of quality and 

methodology ways in local and regional growth. The key driving force behind the 

growth of the regions is their own intellectual potential, with the particular 

consideration of the cultural identity of the place and historical experiences, as well as 

the knowledge, skills and aspirations of the local and regional communities. Moreover, 

innovation is necessary as well as creating the so called entrepreneurial climate 

constituting the main argument in making the decision about the location of significant 

investments in the area of the region [5].  

Innovation strategies constitute the foundation of general growth strategies of 

regions that include all aspects of permanent and sustainable development. In individual 

voivodeships these issues were included in the growth strategies of those voivodeships 

the aim of which is to increase the national and international competitiveness of the 

economy of the region through the increase of its innovation, hence effectiveness which 

will create the conditions for balancing the labour market and the increase of income 

and the level of life of the people. Key factors conditioning the competitiveness of the 

regional economy include: high innovation of companies as well as effective and 



 

 

efficient use of knowledge and scientific research by the industry sector. In order to 

implement the main premises of the innovation strategy in individual regions, in 

particular the development of innovation, the support from structural funds is necessary 

as well as implementing the economic and legal instruments into practice that decrease 

costs and risk of innovative undertakings.  

One of the most important challenges of the European Union was to determine a 

strategic and integrated approach to innovation in which all instruments of mid- and 

long-term policy, tools and financial resources were focused on supporting innovation. 

Such a model, also termed Innovation Union, also assumes that regional, national and 

EU policies should be closely interconnected and should be mutually complementary. 

Moreover, regular monitoring of the progress of the fulfilled strategic programmes 

should also be ensured.  

The most significant target of the Regional Innovation Systems is the social and 

economic growth of a region through the creation of knowledge-based economy in an 

information society. An important aspect for the fulfilment of that target is building the 

regional consensus for increasing initiative, cooperation and openness in the region. 

However, no authorities are specified to which these actions would pertain. It might be 

any authority in the region the actions of which will contribute to the social and 

economic growth in that particular region. They should be a part of the system based 

on a field or fields constituting the specialty of the region. Thus, the most important 

target of the regional innovation strategies is not the implementation of new, considered 

state-of-the-art sectors of economy, but developing and adjusting to the new conditions 

of world competition of the sectors already existing in the region. In the same way, 

RIS3 might become the restructuring tool in the traditionally industrial regions. It might 

be concluded from the documents created by authorities that deal with the fulfilment 

and coordination of RIS3 programmes that the most important instruments of building 

the regional innovation systems, i.e. the instruments of intra-regional policy favouring 

the development of pro-innovation, include: 

• identification of sectors and bodies in the region which might become the pillars of 

the system, 

• increase of institutionalised and non-institutionalised cooperation between: 

companies, business-related entities and self-government administration, companies 

and business-related entities, companies and bodies creating or transferring 

knowledge, companies (large, small and medium-sized), 

• creation of instruments opening the regional system. 

These actions should be reflected in the process of creating the regional innovation 

strategies. Business-related entities, knowledge transfer entities should identify the 

needs of companies in the region in the process of creating the innovation strategy and 

should adjust their offer to those needs. It will allow not only for effective functioning 

of the innovation system in the region but will also ensure effective functioning on the 

market to those entities. The process of creating regional innovation strategies is to 

serve, among others, the realisation and fulfilment of that need at a regional level. Self-

government administration of the regional level is the factor that initiates and 

coordinates the process of creation of strategies, so it has a significant impact on its 



 

 

final shape. Because of that, it plays a very significant role both for the strategy and for 

own functioning in the region, in particular in the scope of the development of 

companies. The self-government sector may affect the process of implementing 

strategies in negative ways, especially in the case of the lack of cooperation with 

companies. The coordinating role of the regional self-government also comprises the 

actions connected with communicating the best experiences between European regions. 

Creating RIS3 may also stimulate the local self-government for the effective 

cooperation with the company sector and serve the creation of completely new bodies 

(most often connected with the transfer of knowledge or financing the process of 

creation and acquiring innovations). The most important role in the system is played by 

the companies, they are the subject of the described actions but at the same time their 

most important object. The key role in the regional innovation system is assigned to 

small and medium-sized companies as the environment for creating innovations. Large 

or the largest companies of the region played an important role in the regional 

innovation system. Their actions served mainly the development of small and medium-

sized companies. Companies are the most important actors of the regional innovation 

system, but also its most important beneficiaries as the growth of companies delineates 

the growth of the remaining elements.  

 

Fig. 1. The scope of cooperation of companies with self-governments, business-related entities 

in the process of implementing regional innovation systems (% of indications).  

In the analysed East Poland regions, in the majority the cooperation of entrepreneurs 

with the institutional and self-government circle (Fig. 1) in the process of implementing 

RIS3 pertained to obtaining the financial resources for various investment undertakings 

(43% of indications), applying for EU structural funds (27% of indications), searching 

for new ways of sale (33% of indications) and hiring employees within refunded 

programmed (13% of indications). Business entities operating i individual regions used 
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the support from business-related bodies, i.e. regional development agencies, industrial 

parks, incubators of entrepreneurship. 

Factors limiting the participation of authorities in the process of implementing 

regional smart innovation systems in the macro-region of East Poland were indicated 

mainly on the side of the self-government sector. The survey indicated that the factors 

that limit the cooperation of the self-government sector with the private sector in the 

vast majority included the unfavorable financial situation of self-government entities 

(80% of indications), insufficient knowledge (20% of indications), lack of conviction 

of self-government authorities to that kind of partnership (60% of indications), no 

private partner (40% of indications), as well as the belief that self-government is losing 

control over municipal property (80%). The results of research indicating the main 

barriers limiting the cooperation of the self-government sector with the private sector 

in the scope of the fulfilment of infrastructure projects in surveyed self-governments 

are presented in Fig. 2. 

 

Fig. 2. The factors limiting the cooperation of the self-government sector with the private sector 

in the process of implementing the regional innovation systems (% of indications).  

Summing up, it needs to be emphasized that the barriers that hinder building innovative 

capabilities of regions include the ineffective innovation policy carried out at the 

national level. The deficiency of financial resources for pro-innovation activities 

remains a significant problem. Other barriers that hinder building innovative 

capabilities of regions are connected with the lack of knowledge, experience, pro-

innovation awareness of public entities that are responsible for the pro-innovation 

policy. Also, the barriers that hinder building innovative capabilities of regions include 

the incoherent and fragmented process of creating the innovation policy in the region 

for the creation of which the regional self-government authorities are responsible. It is 

the basic task assigned for fulfilment to the regional self-government. It needs to be 

remarked that the innovation policy carried out in regions most often consists in 
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implementing uncoordinated, individual projects, creating isolated often ineffective 

pro-innovation undertakings rather than building a permanent and consistent innovation 

system.  

Recapitulation 

In East Poland voivodeships as poorly developed regions the outlined areas of smart 

specialisations pertained mainly to building the competitive advantage based on 

traditional sectors lacking in innovation. In the remaining highly developed regions, 

smart specialisations were more frequently based on innovative sectors and on 

increasing competitiveness through the increase of innovation. Therefore, it might be 

feared that the concept of smart specialisations will not contribute to the convergence 

of regions as the most significant aim of the EU Cohesion Policy. The regional 

strategies of smart specialisations are an instrument of building the regional consensus 

for the development of entrepreneurship. They are to create the environment in which 

innovations will appear in the region and convert them into a system that obtains, 

produces and uses innovations effectively. Their task is also to find specific sectors of 

regional economy that are important and give potential opportunities for development. 

They are a significant tool of restructuring the regions. The task of authorities acting 

for implementing the regional innovation systems is to cooperate with companies and 

business-related bodies with the aim of providing help to entrepreneurs with absorbing 

EU funds. The effects of implementation of the regional innovation systems largely 

depend on institutional effectiveness of the self-government administration involved in 

that process. 
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