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Introduction
Closing the innovation gap 
in the Adriatic Region: 
the legacy of PACINNO

the adriatic ionian region and its long-standing problems

In the last few years, the European Union has been considering the Adriatic Ionian 

Region as a target area for support actions and assistance, with the main goal being 

to assure its economic and political stability, stabilise democracy levels, and devel-

op sustainable economic growth and employment. 

The Region is affected by severe structural economic problems and obstacles, 

i.e., poor infrastructure, weak research funding and weak innovation framework 

conditions, scarce connections between academia and business, fragmentation 

and limited size of domestic markets, and nonhomogeneous regulatory regimes. 

Such contextual factors result in scarce entrepreneurial activity in key industries, 

low rates of new venture creation (particularly in science and technology-based 

sectors), limited business size, small scale of investments, and firms’ lower inno-

vation attitude. 

Overall, the Adriatic Ionian countries appear to be stuck in their position due 

to their relative closure to outside influences, and their limited capacity to absorb 

new knowledge coming from the external (scientific and business) world. The ex-

treme political fragmentation is also unhelpful and the significant cultural differ-
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ences also create obstacles. Despite the significant past accomplishments of some 

localised contexts (e.g., North-east Italy and Slovenia), the Adriatic Ionian Region 

as a whole suffers from a severe lack of competitiveness, which can eventually – 

if not appropriately addressed - undermine its economic growth and integration 

at the European level and maintain instability in, and migration from, the EU’s 

south-eastern neighbourhood.

the adriatic ionian region as an innovation ecosystem

One of the main characteristics of innovation today is its tendency to trespass the 

boundaries of single companies or institutions, to take place across sectors, indus-

tries and countries, and to be fed by and produce streams of knowledge that circu-

late rapidly from localised areas to the global arena. 

It has, then, just been natural for us to conceive of the Adriatic and Ionian area 

as potentially a single innovation macro-system. Indeed, the presence in the area of 

both Member and non-Member States offers the possibility to explore the poten-

tial for effective transfer of policies, actions, and practices from different groups of 

countries. In particular, there are clusters of innovation where advanced practices 

and policies of innovation management at the macro and micro level have already 

been implemented (such as North-east Italy and Slovenia) and which can facilitate 

the transfer of best practices to relatively less developed areas.

With reference to research and innovation, the Adriatic Ionian area is character-

ised by low levels of investment and the lack of competitiveness and technological 

capacity of SMEs, which are mostly oriented towards domestic markets. With the 

aim of opening markets to more competitive and innovative models, especially to 

face the effects of the current economic crisis, it seems necessary to develop new 

policies that foster research and innovation and that give priority to investments in 

firms directly linked to research and innovation. 

Cooperation schemes between national and regional governments, business 

sectors and universities, technological institutes, technological parks/business in-

cubators and research institutes need to be supported, while systemic cooperation 

between research and private/public companies should be reinforced. Supporting 

structures such as technology transfer offices and cluster systems have to improve 

technology cooperation and know-how between SMEs. However, governments’ ca-

pabilities to effectively conceive and steer innovation ecosystems are limited.
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pacinno: its mission and approach

PACINNO considers innovation as an open process that crosses businesses, coun-

tries and industry borders. This justifies our interest in exploring innovation eco-

systems, in understanding and leveraging on the roles of different actors, and in 

the main determinants of innovative performance at national and regional levels. 

Our main aim has been to carry out precise actions/policies in favour of the project 

target groups, and who are as follows:

1. Established and new SMEs, operating both in science-based, high-tech settings 

and in traditional sectors. They are the natural beneficiaries of technology trans-

fer activities carried out by the research organisations and represent the demand 

side of innovation.

2. Highly skilled researchers that have the potential to become the initiators of 

high-tech start-up companies and who will receive business and entrepreneurial 

support services.

3. Public and private institutions whose mission is to support innovation and tech-

nology-based start-up ventures. They include incubators, accelerators, clusters 

and technology transfer offices but also political bodies such as municipalities, 

provinces, administrative regions, and national governments in charge of set-

ting the political agenda for innovation and economic development.

PACINNO has been a collaboration platform that connects into a single, regional in-

novation system the academic and research institutions, policymakers and innova-

tive companies of eight countries belonging to the Adriatic Ionian Region (Albania, 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Greece, Italy, Montenegro, Serbia, Slovenia). Thus, 

PACINNO has aimed at overcoming the main obstacles and barriers to the econom-

ic development of the Adriatic Ionian countries, fostering the competitiveness of 

their minor firms (both in high-tech fields and traditional industries), and promot-

ing the creation of innovative start-ups. The aim of the project has been to leverage 

on the proactive role of universities and research organisations in boosting innova-

tion in the Region. In particular, the knowledge emanating from the academic re-

search can engender actions that foster an innovative ecosystem and support the 

cross-border transfer of best practices and innovative competences throughout the 

Adriatic Ionian Region. PACINNO has confirmed that there is innovation potential 

in the Adriatic Region, particularly in the universities-business-civic society helix.  
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this book: mapping the adriatic ionian innovation system 
and policies

Various editions of the Innovation Union Scoreboard testify to the existence and 

persistence of a strong innovation gap in the Adriatic Ionian area is . The Region’s 

Member States (Italy, Greece, Slovenia and Croatia) rank below the EU average, with 

only Slovenia entering the category of “innovation followers”. Only recently, Serbia 

has been included in the group of “moderate innovators”, while no evidence is pro-

vided on the other countries of the area: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Monte-

negro. These countries appear in another composite indicator: the Global Innovation 

Index (GII). In the 2015 edition, Albania was given a score of 0.39 (the maximum is 1 

= Switzerland), while Bosnia and Herzegovina got 0.44. Based on the same indica-

tor, Montenegro is performing better than Serbia and Greece. 

To get a more granular view of both the innovation gaps and of the potential 

of the Region, PACINNO has carried out a comprehensive mapping of innovation 

systems in the Adriatic Ionian area by collecting a wealth of indicators from across 

ten different dimensions. This mapping tool (http://www.adriaticinnovationmap.

eu) mostly uses secondary data – often directly from the Eurostat, or other sources 

such as the GII – complementing them with specific indicators on the three Adriatic 

countries for which they are usually missing: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania and 

Montenegro.

The maps identify a strong gap in the area concerning the human resources em-

ployed in science and technology. Only Slovenia ranks better than the EU average in 

terms of R&D employees and researchers per active population. However, in abso-

lute values, this means just 21,000 and 9,000 persons, respectively. The real gap, 

for all countries, resides in the very limited absolute number of people involved in 

the R&D process: only 800 researchers are active in Albania and 400 in Montenegro. 

Such a gap, in terms of talents and skills, is also reflected in the low scientific out-

put of the Region. For instance, recent figures from the World Intellectual Property 

Organization (WIPO) report just four patent filings for Albania and 15 for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and the SCImago Journal Rank reports very limited numbers of publi-

cations from Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro.

However, significant potential for the area resides in the trends for highly skilled 

human resources and higher education that have developed in recent years. For in-

stance, all countries in the area have a relatively good number of tertiary-educated 

people, as well as a growing number of PhDs. New PhD graduates could easily in-

crease the bulk of prospective research and innovation actors in the area.

Connected to this, another strong gap emerges, as represented by the very lim-

ited private investments in innovation (R&D expenditures) in the area. Public in-
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vestment in R&D is still very limited, although, as a share of GDP, Slovenia performs 

better than the EU average; Croatia, Greece and Serbia also show values very close 

to the EU average. Also, there are few newly established companies, despite the 

relatively promising environment. Indeed, the World Bank’s Doing Business figures 

tell of an entire Adriatic Ionian area performing well in crucial indicators such as the  

“ease of starting a business” and “ease of protecting investors”.

PACINNO has generated new empirical evidence on innovation not only at the 

macro-level, but also at the firm level. More than 1,000 questionnaires have been 

collected from SMEs in the Adriatic area, aimed at detailing their innovation be-

haviour. The questionnaires are largely comparable to the Community Innovation 

Survey (CIS) and provide very interesting insights. With reference to the link be-

tween innovation performance and inter-firm collaboration, Italian SMEs collab-

orating with partners from other Adriatic Ionian countries have significantly im-

proved their exporting performance. On the other hand, for non-Italian firms, both 

domestic collaboration and intra-EU collaboration are significantly enhancing their 

innovation performances.

As regards R&D expenses, the findings show that inward and external R&D ex-

penditures, analysed as a percentage of sales turnover, vary significantly across 

industries. Overall, there is a tendency for both high-tech and low-tech firms to 

allocate a limited amount of resources to R&D, both inward and external, as com-

pared to the European average (above 20% of sales turnover (CIS, 2012)), with only 

Slovenia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, and Albania overcoming the threshold of the 

10% of inward R&D.

As regards innovation performance, the high-tech firms in the Region show a sig-

nificant propensity to introduce new products, particularly in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Albania, Italy, and Slovenia, while the introduction of innovative products is less fre-

quent for the high-tech firms of Greece, Croatia and Montenegro. The data also reveal 

that the firms’ innovation levels are not always related to the market performance. 

Indeed, on the one hand, several highly innovative firms in the Region have only 

achieved a narrow market scope; on the other hand, many low-tech firms - particular-

ly in those countries characterised by traditional manufacturing sectors such as Italy 

and Greece - have been able to significantly expand their markets and sustain growth.

The adoption of a single innovation strategy for the Adriatic Ionian Region 

should transcend the current fragmentation of policies at the national level and 

leverage on the effective transfer and adoption of the Region’s best practices. In-

deed, in many cases, different national (or even sub-national) innovation policies 

address similar problems with very different tools (innovation strategies, laws and 

regulations). Very limited coordination of these tools exists, while the EU is asking 

for more synergies between Horizon 2020 and structural funds.
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A goal of PACINNO has been to develop a comprehensive taxonomy of the inno-

vation policies adopted at both national and sub-national levels. Another goal has 

been the identification of best practices that could easily be replicated in the area. 

Indeed, rather than using  world-class experiences as a benchmark, it is believed 

that a set of “regional best practices” should become a reference point for promot-

ing innovation in the Region. Evidence coming from the PACINNO project – includ-

ing interviews with policymakers from all countries – suggests that a bottom-up 

approach should be followed for both listing the existing policies in the area and 

developing a meaningful taxonomy. 

what next?

We believe that the potential for innovation and economic development in the Adri-

atic Ionian Region lies in a more effective connection between the academic and 

research institutions, the small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and the policy 

makers, in both traditional and high technology sectors. The establishment of an 

effective innovation ecosystem at the Adriatic Ionian level should follow the lines 

traced below:

• Towards an Adriatic Ionian network of research centres. After hav-

ing successfully set up a platform for trans-academic cooperation in innovation, and 

having carried out several initiatives aimed at promoting innovation at the micro 

(firm) level, the challenge of the PACINNO partnership is to assure its sustainability 

after the formal expiration of the project (November, 2016). In this respect, Netval, 

the Italian association for the valorisation of results from public research, is consid-

ered to be the best practice of reference. Its members include 54 Italian universi-

ties, and 5 public research organisations, representing 66.3% of Italian universities, 

75.7% of Italian students and 80.4% of university professors. Founded in 2002, 

Netval’s mission is to be the “research interface” for Ministries and local admin-

istrations, industrial associations and industries, venture capitalists and financial 

bodies, and to promote the role of public research in innovation processes. Netval 

has contributed to the homogenisation of technology transfer (TT)  protocols and 

procedures among universities and to the emergence of standards in the collabora-

tion with industry. The association has been playing a pioneering role in building TT 

indicators and is currently collaborating with Italian ministries about these topics. 

• Targeting traditional industries and SMEs. The experience of PACINNO 

has demonstrated that the promotion of innovation in the Adriatic Ionian coun-

tries must capitalise on the historical industrial and economic specialisation of the 
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Region, rather than just focusing on the promotion of new sectors and entrepre-

neurial activities. We firmly believe that the Region’s innovation potential in tra-

ditional industries is not lower than that in the high-tech industries. Furthermore, 

no significant innovation improvement can overlook the SMEs. In this respect, our 

aim is to find a balance between the Smart Specialization Strategies defined at the 

national-level and the unexploited potential of the thick fabric of service and man-

ufacturing activities of the Region. Innovation policy-makers should not disregard 

key sectors such as agriculture, agro-food, tourism, and the blue economy. Also, 

SMEs’ adoption of high-impact enabling technologies (such as digital technologies 

and new manufacturing techniques) should also be promoted and incentivised in 

the traditional industries.

• Linking innovation and cluster policies. From our perspective, innova-

tion policies must necessarily be linked to cluster policies. Our interest in the cluster 

perspective is not only linked to its analytical potential, but mainly to its value as a 

planning tool for governments, policy makers, and public institutions. In our vision, 

the role of such innovation actors should be that of “entrepreneurial” institutions or 

“meta-organisers” of the clusters, whose job is that of defining the roles and func-

tions of the other private actors, establishing rules of conduct, substituting absent 

actors or accelerating the replacement of those inadequate at the performance of 

tasks assigned, stimulating dialogue and encouraging relational dynamics, build-

ing the necessary ties to permit the development of collaborative processes of in-

novation, and the generation of new knowledge and new competitive behaviours. 

Clusters also represent potential bridges to the global domains. Indeed, firms from 

the Adriatic Ionian Region should exploit both the highly localised knowledge and 

the external knowledge available internationally. If on the one hand, the best way 

to access local knowledge is to work closely with those who possess it (local sup-

pliers, employees, customers, etc.), on the other hand, companies should have the 

capacity and capabilities for developing and exploiting relationships outside of the 

Region, using the opportunities offered by globalisation. This is particularly import-

ant in the Adriatic Ionian Region, where both national and sub-national differenc-

es impact on the available knowledge at the local level, which is not sufficient to 

achieve world-class level innovation performances. Thus, companies of the Region 

must relate to external actors and contexts, where access to more advanced forms 

of knowledge, or even an active participation in their creation, is possible. 




