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Abstract
The objective of this paper is to contribute to the academic literature with an action-
able framework of the roles of policy makers in entrepreneurial discovery processes 
(EDP) in the context of smart specialisation strategies (S3). The methodology used to 
define such roles is action research and, consequently, they are the result of learning 
and negotiation between policy makers and other territorial stakeholders facilitated by 
action researchers. The case study is based in the Bilbao Next Lab project (Bilbao, 
Basque region, Spain) where this methodology was chosen because policy makers 
wanted to explore EDP through collaborative governance. The key findings have been 
integrated in a framework named as the six roles of facilitative policymakers in EDPs. 
Its actionability is visible in the connection of the framework with the dilemmas, dif-
ficulties, and problems faced by policy makers when facilitating EDP processes. The 
framework is presented together with a discussion on the relevance of including tai-
lored capacity development processes for policymakers as part of the EDP. The paper 
concludes with a final reflection on how the need for a facilitative role of policymakers 
also requires a transformation of research methodologies by social researchers.

Keywords  Smart specialisation strategy · Entrepreneurial discovery process · 
Facilitation · Capabilities · Policy process · Action research

Introduction

Entrepreneurial discovery processes (EDP) are one of the pillars of smart special-
isation strategies (S3). S3 is a research and innovation agenda for regional eco-
nomic transformation including a bottom-up, place-based approach to regional 
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development and originated from the aim of closing the productivity gap between 
Europe and key trading partners such as China and USA (Foray et al., 2012). The 
achievement of an effective ‘collaborative governance’ within S3 has been intro-
duced with a great emphasis (Lepore & Spigarelli, 2018), and the concept of EDP 
is based on this governance approach. EDP is an inclusive and interactive mainly 
bottom-up process in which participants form the quadruple helix engage with 
each other to identify potential new activities and competitive advantages as well 
as its challenges and priorities, all to be tackled throughout the implementation of 
S3 (Müür 2021; Esparza-Masana, 2021; Santini et al., 2015). As Esparza-Masana 
(2021) argues, EDP is a strategy to avoid a ‘one-size-fits all’ in order to maximise 
the effectiveness of the strategy.

Moreover, the European Union enters now a new multiannual programming 
period from 2021 until 2027 including new strategies for sustainable, resilient, 
just, and inclusive growth. S3 will continue to play an important role under the 
policy objective of a smarter Europe. Actions to manage industrial transition and 
measures for international collaboration have been introduced to ensure continu-
ity and impact. Moreover, the S3 concept will be adapted by embedding the direc-
tionality of the 2030 Agenda and goals of systemic transformation underpinning 
the Sustainable Development Goals. Within this framework, the Commission is 
developing the concept of Smart Specialisation Strategies for Sustainability (S4) 
defined as place-based innovation-led transformation for growth and sustainabil-
ity. S4 will then combine top-down directionality with bottom-up processes of 
EDP, and the involvement of local actors will continue to be a key feature of 
place-based innovation processes (McCann & Soete, 2020).

However, as Esparza-Masana (2021) argues when referring to the challenges 
of moving from ‘S3 1.0 into S3 2.0’, the implementation of EDP is still a difficult 
task. Actually, one of the major challenges of smart specialisation strategies today 
is the implementation of EDPs (Roman & Nyberg, 2017). Consequently, further 
study is needed as to the specific roles that governments play in this endeavour 
(Aranguren et al., 2018; Lepore & Spigarelli, 2018; Müür, 2021).

The problem addressed in this paper is that although the literature on smart 
specialisation describes the features of EDPs and points out the need for the pub-
lic sector to take on a new role in developing them, most contributions fall short 
when specifying what this role should consist of in. Many guides and handbooks 
offer insights to policymakers involved in EDPs (Mieszkowski & Kardas, 2015; 
Periánez-Forte et al., 2016; Gianelle et al., 2016; Marinelli & Periánez-Forte, 2017;  
Detterbeck, 2018). While some of them focus on specific operationalisation chal-
lenges (Todeva & Ketikidis, 2017; Vivanco et al., 2016; Martínez López & Palazuelos  
Martínez, 2015), others offer a holistic process approach (Roman & Nyberg, 2017). 
Müür (2021), for example, attempts to do so by analysing the role of intermedi-
ary agents who facilitate interaction among territorial actors in Estonia and Fin-
land. However, Müur coincides with Carayannis and Rakhmatullin (2014) and 
Lepore and Spigarelli (2018) when arguing that literature on smart specialisa-
tion underlines the importance of considering the territorial strategic planning  
and multi-actor collaboration capability in order to advance, but ‘less attention has 
been put on how such coordination is organised or what it should look like’ (p. 28). 
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Hence, it can be stated that the specific roles of policymakers within EDPs have 
not been comprehensively analysed and moreover, that the literature on EDP lacks 
actionable knowledge developed about these specific roles.

The novelty of the framework and analysis of this paper is that it takes concepts 
already shared in the literature and integrates them in a knowledge co-generation pro-
cess based in action research. This means that policy makers and researchers worked 
together in the context of policy making, simultaneously generating and applying 
knowledge. Therefore, the knowledge generated is both more contextual and more 
actionable. The novelty, thus, is not in the generic roles we share, but in the dilemmas, 
efforts, tensions, needs, power issues, challenges, risks, implicit conflicts, and difficul-
ties we connect to these roles, which increase their actionability. Our contribution is 
oriented to researchers and policy makers interested not exclusively in the theoretical or 
conceptual discussion of EDP, but also in how they can address its challenges together.

Our rationale is thus that there is literature on facilitating territorial development pro-
cesses that can be adapted to the specificities of the EDP and help fill this gap in the smart 
specialisation literature; however, there is no literature on what makes these roles action-
able. Coherently, we define a twofold research question: What are the roles of policymak-
ers in facilitating EDP processes? What are the features that make these roles actionable?

The case study used to test this framework is the urban smart specialisation strategy 
of the city of Bilbao (Basque Country, Spain), where policymakers of the city council 
and the city development agency (Bilbao Ekintza) have experimented with this role in 
the context of an action research project. Based on this research results, we propose 
here an analytical framework for facilitating EDP processes by policymakers, which 
we have called the six roles of facilitative policymakers in EDPs. Moreover, by using 
action research as the methodological approach, the case contributes to the discussion 
by Santini et al. (2015) about the challenge of bridging the gap between ‘thinkers’ and 
‘doers’ in EDPs. As these authors underline, the EDP is an opportunity to fill this gap 
that can also be seen in many other fields.

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows: in the next section, we share 
our theoretical framework and argue that policymakers need to reformulate their role in 
EDPs. A conceptual section on this new role follows, together with a description of the 
case. We then present the discussion of the case together with the conclusions.

Entrepreneurial Discovery Processes: in Search of a New Role 
for Policymakers in Dialogue with Firms and Entrepreneurs

Policymakers involved in smart specialisation are expected to change the dynamics 
of complex structural systems so that they are in harmony with the smart specialisa-
tion and their learning nature (Capello & Lenzi, 2016, p. 15). Some of the imple-
mentation problems of ‘S3 1.0’ (Esparza-Masana, 2021) are said to derive from the 
difficulties that governments encounter when trying to renew their role and trans-
form into an entrepreneurial public sector (Landabaso, 2014; Mazzucato, 2013). 
Landabaso (2014), for instance, argues for a public sector capable of taking risks 
and experimenting, one which is professional, accountable, and that works with the 
right system of incentives to achieve the common good. Governments are expected 
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to be public entrepreneurs with the capacity to avoid some of the past mistakes  
made in past industrial and innovation policies when facilitating EDPs (Ahner & 
Landabaso, 2011; Landabaso, 2014; Lepore & Spigarelli, 2018; Martínez López & 
Palazuelos Martínez, 2015). In this regard, public sector innovation cannot be the 
only means to build smart public administrations that are better suited to the ration-
ale of new place-based development policies (Morgan, 2017). Instead, what is called 
for is to develop collaborative policy-making approaches that encourage policymak-
ers to become bolder in their approach to innovation (Gonzalez et al., 2013; Lepore 
& Spigarelli, 2018), to be open to change and knowledge exchange (Bonomi et al., 
2020), and to facilitate multi-stakeholder cooperation and collaborative governance 
in the context of EDPs (Carayannis & Rakhmatullin, 2014; Esparza-Masana, 2021; 
Müür, 2021).

The initial contributions, made by Austrian economists such as Kirzner (1997), 
presented entrepreneurial discovery as a concept that raises awareness about the 
relevance of connecting demand and supply in technological domains. Hausmann 
and Rodrik (2003) consider discovery processes as a learning experience that fosters 
economic development. More recently, smart specialisation has been said to require 
decentralised discovery processes for identifying new opportunities, potential new 
activities, and competitive advantages and as ‘an integral part of political action’ 
(Foray, 2016, p. 1433), ‘based on an inclusive and evidence-based process driven by 
stakeholders’ engagement and attention to market dynamics’ (Gianelle et al., 2016).

According to Foray (2016), entrepreneurship involves a broad range of stakehold-
ers in the innovation process, that is to say, actors from the knowledge production 
system, private firms, and society, who are not only based in the region itself but also 
elsewhere. In that way, firms and entrepreneurs would participate in the policy pro-
cess together with policy makers and other actors from the quadruple helix, beyond 
the triple helix that is no longer enough (Foray et al., 2012: 21). This collaborative 
governance model includes then the civic society for being the consumers of innova-
tion or innovation users (Lepore & Spigarelli, 2018; Carayannis & Rakhmatullin,  
2014; Höglund & Lingot, 2018).

Discovery means that all the entrepreneurial actors involved discover a new 
domain of market and technology opportunity and not an ‘ex-post’ evaluation of a 
predetermined set of goals (Foray, 2016, p. 1433). This is precisely one of the chal-
lenging features of EDPs for policymakers, as they need to engage in discovery pro-
cesses without a predetermined result in mind. As Allen (2019) suggests, “the prob-
lem of implementing innovation policies (such as S3) is itself a discovery process” 
(p. 205), and flexibility of adaptation is necessary (Bramwell et  al., 2019). Con-
cretely, an EDP is about policymakers and firms/entrepreneurs jointly constructing 
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Bramwell et al., 2019; Brooks et al., 2019) or “micro-
systems of innovation” (Periánez-Forte et al., 2016). In these processes, firstly the 
dispersed and fragmented knowledge should be integrated and combined in order 
to foster the exploration process, and secondly, information about the potential of 
the considered domain should be obtained. Moreover, these processes are crucial to 
establishing priorities within any territory’s smart specialisation strategy, allowing 
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the system to reorient and renew itself (Foray, 2015; Isaksen et  al., 2018; Brooks 
et al., 2019).

The previous arguments underscore the need for a relevant change in the way 
policymakers participate in smart specialisation processes and, more specifically, in 
EDPs. Governments should not play the “omniscient planner” role, but rather they 
should use their extroversion and network skills (Nikiforou et al., 2020) and capabil-
ities (Shu et al., 2018) to enable, sustain, and guide the participation of stakeholders 
(firms and entrepreneurs) across the different stages of the policy-making process 
(Foray, 2015; Foray & Goenaga, 2013). In that sense, Foray et  al. (2012) specifi-
cally refer to boundary spanners when referring to people or organisations that gov-
ernment bodies should include and have the interdisciplinary knowledge or proven 
experience in interaction with different actors for helping to moderate the process:

Hence, they can facilitate new connections across sectors, foster new conversa-
tions between disciplines, and inject novelty into the process. This in turn helps to 
overcome the sectoral and disciplinary silos that reproduce old habits and routines, 
locking regional economies into their traditional paths of development (Foray et al., 
2012: 42).

In fact, the new role of the government should break away from traditional policy 
intervention and guard itself against the intellectual logic imposed by the principal-
agent model (Esparza-Masana, 2021; Gianelle et  al., 2016; Lepore & Spigarelli, 
2018). As Müür (2021) suggests the capabilities of the intermediary agents and their 
complementarity when creating interaction dynamics among territorial actors can 
explain the differences in the success of the different S3 and now S4 strategies and 
their corresponding EDPs. In this regard, Mieszkowski and Kardas (2015) stress that 
public agencies should have a more active role when being an intermediary in less 
advanced territories.

Conceptualisation of the New Role for Policymakers in EDPs

In the previous section, we argued that policymakers need to develop a new role if 
they are to maximise the potential of EDPs through collaborative governance. In this 
section, we conceptualise this new role, first in the context of the smart specialisa-
tion literature and then in the context of action research for territorial development, 
where we call this new role facilitation and the policymakers that perform it facilita-
tive policymakers.

Learning: the Core of the New Role in the S3 Literature

In ‘Entrepreneurial Discovery Processes: in Search of a New Role for Policymakers 
in Dialogue with Firms and Entrepreneurs,’ we already situated learning at the core 
of the new facilitation role. Learning has sometimes been interpreted as a clarifica-
tion of concepts, the production of clearer information, or the integration of reliable 
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data in the reflection process. We go beyond these perspectives by interpreting 
learning as the development of individual and collective capabilities (Estensoro & 
Larrea, 2016; Larrea et  al., 2019). Learning is not a new function, but we argue 
that there is a renewed emphasis on learning in the face of new and broader institu-
tional and governance challenges emerging within the smart specialisation frame-
work, including S4 (McCann & Ortega Argilés, 2016; Brooks et al., 2019; McCann 
& Soete, 2020; Esparza-Masana, 2021). Learning is also necessary to respond to the 
complexity of smart specialisation beyond the technological dimensions.

The interpretation of learning as developing the capability to deal with the com-
plexity of broad institutional and governance contexts is related to having a deeper 
insight into the granularity of engagement (Kroll, 2015; Todeva & Ketikidis, 2017). 
To be able to grasp this granularity, governments need to have a better knowledge 
of the structure of their priority sectors as well as comprehensive lists of innovation 
actors, leading entrepreneurs, and influential local stakeholders. However, knowl-
edge and lists are not enough, and in order to develop individual and collective 
capabilities, the conception of learning must evolve from a focus on products (data, 
reports, lists) to a focus on processes. All this concurs with the understanding of 
the EDP as a system-level change process (Brekke, 2020; Isaksen et al., 2018). As 
argued by Brekke (2020, p. 10), ‘the EDP process and the entrepreneurial system-
level role are intended to be sustainable over time, allowing the actors in the RIS 
to continuously build new interactive learning and knowledge-sharing capabilities 
which will attract new and related knowledge for diffusion into the regional industry 
community’.

The learning process in the EDP takes place within the continuous flow of busi-
ness intelligence, enabling the selection of strategic priorities and the development 
of strategic partnerships and collaboration (Todeva & Ketikidis, 2017). Further-
more, learning, as a process, requires not only that the vision of each actor involved 
is taken into account (Roman & Nyberg, 2017) but also that there is a process of 
shared reflection and action which will depend upon trust, openness, and transpar-
ency (Rodríguez-Pose & Wilkie, 2015; Brooks et al., 2019).

Another feature of learning in an EDP is its contextual nature. Given that col-
lective capabilities are different in each place, the individual capabilities to con-
duct EDPs also differ. Political habits, practices, and routines for policymaking and 
formal and informal institutions, which vary from place to place, are significantly 
important when it comes to the degree of efficacy and efficiency with which EDPs 
can be implemented (Mieszkowski & Kardas, 2015; Kroll, 2015; Capello & Lenzi, 
2016; Healy, 2016; Isaksen et al., 2018; Aranguren et al., 2018; Brooks et al., 2019; 
Lepore & Spigarelli, 2018; Esparza-Masana, 2021; Müür, 2021). Therefore, learn-
ing processes in EDPs are based on the territory’s assets, capabilities, and weak-
nesses (McCann & Ortega Argilés, 2014). The policymaker’s role is thus to create 
learning processes for the development of these new capabilities.

To guarantee that learning in the EDP goes beyond the discourse and impacts of 
how policies are enacted, policymakers need to avoid judging the process from ‘the 
emperor’s new clothes’ perspective (Morgan, 2017; Nissinen, 2017). Learning is 
not the replication of certain discourses but the transformation of practice. Accord-
ingly, public administrations have to undergo processes of self-discovery in order to 
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comprehend the obstacles of EDPs and deal with the intractable problems of public 
sector governance, failure, feedback, and learning (Morgan, 2017).

One of the features of action learning is continuous evaluation. Hence, monitor-
ing is included among the tasks of policymakers to be able to evaluate the actions 
and decisions taken within the process and also to assess their own role (Periánez-
Forte et al., 2016; Gianelle et al., 2016; Esparza-Masana, 2021; Müür, 2021).

Considering that this paper focuses on one specific type of EDPs, which are those 
developed through collaborative governance, learning is a collaborative endeavour 
that can bring individual, but also collective action as a result.

Facilitation: Encompassing the Features of the New Role

One of the particular features of smart specialisation is that entrepreneurs (actors 
from the quadruple helix) are at the centre of the policy process. One of the main 
challenges of policy makers in this context is that in order to generate EDP pro-
cesses, it is not enough that they, policy makers, learn. Besides, they have to gen-
erate the conditions for entrepreneurs to learn. Learning by entrepreneurs, fol-
lowing the definitions in the previous section, means that entrepreneurs reflect, 
decide, and act. In order to tackle this challenge, we define the facilitator as some-
one who, at a specific moment during the EDP, takes on the task of creating the 
conditions that will enable entrepreneurs to reflect, decide, and act (Costamagna 
& Larrea, 2018).

In this section, we share the framework on facilitation (Costamagna & Larrea, 
2018) that inspired the definition of the roles for facilitative policymakers in the 
case. The functions policymakers should fulfil in their new role are the following:

(a)	 Creating Spaces for Dialogue
	   A dialogue is not merely a conversation but also a transformation process. 

This function entails not only making decisions about who should participate 
(Nissinen, 2017; Grillo, 2017; Rodríguez-Pose & Wilkie, 2015; Martínez López 
& Palazuelos Martínez, 2015; Mieszkowski & Kardas, 2015) but also which 
role each person should play, what the aims of the space are, and the rules of 
the game. Facilitators work for the connection of a wide network where they 
encourage collaboration (Müür, 2021).

(b)	 Constructing a Shared Vision
	   The dialogue aims to generate a shared vision that enables entrepreneurs 

to take action, although not necessarily together. We already argued that col-
laborative learning may lead both to individual and collective action. Facilita-
tive policymakers and entrepreneurs jointly construct a shared language that 
allows them to understand one another and draw up a vision of the ideal future 
(Nissinen, 2017; Periánez-Forte et al., 2016; Roman & Nyberg, 2017). This is 
part of the right social conditions referred by Lepore and Spigarelli (2018) for 
the development of the innovation eco-system for EDP.
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(c)	 Managing Situations of Conflict
	   Conflict management is closely linked to the process of dialogue. One of 

the main challenges that facilitative policymakers encounter in EDPs is that 
potential entrepreneurs frequently keep their conflicts on a tacit level in order to 
avoid being vulnerable. Even more taking into accounts that as Rodríguez-Pose 
and Wilkie (2015) and Müür (2021) argue, each of the involved stakeholders 
participates according to their own interests and motivations.

(d)	 Building Relationships of Trust
	   Alongside the creation of spaces for dialogue and a shared vision, building rela-

tionships of trust is another fundamental function of the facilitative policymaker 
as, indeed, trust is something that must be earned in the medium and long term. 
Openness and transparency are key conditions for building trust (Rodríguez-Pose 
& Wilkie, 2015; Mieszkowski & Kardas, 2015; Brekke, 2020). Likewise, informal 
mechanisms can be considered as vehicles to build trust (Lepore & Spigarelli, 
2018).

(e)	 Creating a Shared Agenda
	   Shared agendas are a tool for moving from reflection to action and do not nec-

essarily require formal documents or detailed action plans. They can be drawn 
up once sufficient agreement has been reached among policymakers and/or the 
entrepreneurs on the actions to be carried out. There is a wide variety of actions 
and decisions that can be taken within EDPs (Periánez-Forte et al., 2016).

(f)	 Connecting the EDP with Outside Expert Knowledge
	   While we frequently simplify things by saying that the facilitative policymaker 

fosters the dialogue with entrepreneurs and among them, it is also important 
to open up this dialogue to outside experts and networks (Müür, 2021). These 
experts can include academics, researchers, or consultants, but outside entrepre-
neurs with relevant experience in a specific area of the EDP can also participate 
and are crucial for developing connectivity (Aranguren et al., 2018; Todeva & 
Ketikidis, 2017; Uyarra et al., 2018; Virkkala et al., 2017). Rissola and Sörvik 
(2018) argue, for example, how Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs) are becoming 
relevant initiatives for connecting smart specialisation processes with outside 
experts and networks.

(g)	 Linking Reflection and Action
	   When playing this role facilitative policy makers help entrepreneurs on con-

tinuous transitions from reflection to action, and once action is taken, from 
action to reflection on that action. This involves the capability of bridging the 
gap between thinkers and doers in the EDP (Santini et al., 2015).
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The Case and Methodology: Action Research for Developing Facilitation 
Capabilities Within the Bilbao Urban Smart Specialisation Strategy

Introduction to the Case of Futurable

The innovation and smart specialisation strategy of the municipality of Bilbao  
(iBilbao2020) focused on three priority areas: cultural and creative industries,  
knowledge-intensive business services (KIBS), and the digital economy. The Bil-
bao Next Lab is a policy laboratory created to address these priorities, and the action 
research process outlined in this section is one of this laboratory’s activities.

One of the main challenges taken on by the Bilbao Next Lab is to develop the 
capabilities of policymakers of the city council and the city development agency 
in order to facilitate EDPs. This was the goal set for the action research process, 
which focused mainly, though not exclusively on Futurable, a pilot EDP program 
focusing on wearables technologies.

By combining action research and EDP, we set the focus on the relevance of 
learning processes in EDP. Besides, following one of the specificities of Bilbao 
Next Lab, the paper focuses on policy approaches to EDP based on collaborative 
governance, which makes trust and shared vision relevant dimensions of the pro-
cess (Ansell & Gash, 2008). We are aware that this is a specific type of approach, 
as EDPs can also be developed through processes by individual entrepreneurs. 
When referring to the roles of policy makers in this paper, we refer to their roles 
when facilitating EDP in contexts of collaborative governance. We thus acknowl-
edge that collective learning as addressed in this paper is relevant for EDP only 
when they share this collaborative feature. Ansell and Gash (2008) define col-
laborative governance as ‘a governing arrangement where one or more public 
agencies directly engage non-state stakeholders in a collective decision-making 
process that is formal, consensus-oriented, and deliberative and that aims to make 
or implement public policy or manage public programs or assets’ (p. 544). This 
definition responds to the aims of Bilbao Next Lab when addressing EDP.

This approach to policy making that integrates also social researchers in a wider 
collaborative governance scheme with territorial stakeholders requires from policy 
makers an active role through the entire process. It is important to note that in order 
to respond to the principles of action research and collaborative governance, pol-
icy makers are required to participate through the process; however, this should not 
mean that the final outcome is determined by them beforehand. The dialogue and 
negotiation process between stakeholders and policy makers, facilitated by research-
ers, must be a process that unfolds in an emergent manner, through learning and 
negotiation. This was the attempt in the process, although the case shows that this is 
a difficult endeavour because there are limits to participation and policy makers need 
to make decisions that might be close to strategies of picking winners. We interpret 
that making these dilemmas and challenges explicit is what makes the framework 
proposed more actionable, as it helps policy makers and researchers anticipate prob-
lems that are seldom typified in academic contributions.
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Here, we analyse the case of Futurable in the period from March 2018, when 
the process started, until February 2019, when policymakers left the process. 
During this period, policymakers facilitated the organisation of eight work-
shops whose participants were potential entrepreneurs from the University of 
the Basque Country, Tecnalia (technology centre), Camp Tecnológico (training 
centre in digital technologies), and three firms (Bizintek, Emerid, and Wearable 
Factory Project). The facilitation team included five policymakers from the city 
development agency, and this case study examines their role.

The emphasis in our paper, however, is not on this entrepreneurial discovery 
process but on the capability development process that was inspired by the needs 
expressed by the policymakers after participating in this EDP and which was con-
ducted through action research. We concentrate on this particular process because 
it was in this context that policymakers reflected on their roles when enabling the 
EDP. In the interviews with policymakers that participated in that process, the 
following results were highlighted:

(a)	 Collaboration between potential entrepreneurs had been fostered. Policymakers 
in charge of the EDP recorded up to seven connections between the participating 
potential entrepreneurs which could lead to future collaboration.

(b)	 Policymakers developed EDP design capabilities.
(c)	 Policymakers developed facilitation capabilities: ‘In this process, we have learnt 

how to work as facilitators of these courses of action, which provides us with 
a background for the processes we are about to start under the new directorate’ 
(these comments are related to the decision made by new politicians to initiate 
four new EDPs in January 2020).

This paper focuses on the third type of result. More specifically, it looks at 
the capability development process that helps define the roles to be played by the 
facilitative policymakers in EDPs in general and in Futurable in particular.

Methodological Approach in the Case: Action Research

Action research is ‘an orientation to knowledge creation that arises in a context of 
practice and requires researchers to work with practitioners. Unlike conventional 
social sciences, its purpose is not primarily or solely to understand social arrange-
ments, but also to effect desired change’ (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 93). Action 
research has developed in multiple fields, such as education, health, or organisa-
tional development, and in the last decade, there is increasing interest in action 
research processes between with policy makers in the context of policy develop-
ment (Bartels & Wittmayer, 2018; Karlsen & Larrea, 2018). Some of these con-
tributions specifically focus on action research with policy makers in the context 
of city development (Estensoro, 2020). In these type of action research processes, 
researchers facilitate knowledge cogeneration processes through which:
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(a)	 Policy makers develop awareness of what the new roles described for them in 
the literature actually mean in practice

(b)	 Such roles are discussed, negotiated, and played, generating contextual versions 
of what the literature describes in more general terms

(c)	 Researchers generate process knowledge, which is knowledge about how to make 
the existing theories an conceptual frameworks actionable

Using this methodology, the policymakers facilitating Futurable were able to 
reflect on their role(s) in action (they were not exclusively theoretical reflections) 
and thus generate new knowledge on these roles in the context of application (i.e., 
reflection was directly transformed into decisions and actions). The methodol-
ogy consisted in combining the action researcher’s process knowledge (based on 
action research) with expert field knowledge taken from the literature and policy-
makers’ experiential knowledge in developing the Futurable process. The expert 
field knowledge was used to discuss what an EDP is, what it meant for Futur-
able, and how it would be facilitated in this process. The contributions discussed 
with this aim were Foray et  al. (2012), Foray (2015, 2016), Aranguren et  al. 
(2016), Periánez-Forte et al. (2016), Estensoro and Larrea (2016), Grillo (2017),  
Rodríguez-Pose and Wilkie (2015), and Gianelle and Kleibrink (2015). Facilita-
tion was also discussed based on Costamagna and Larrea (2018).

Using these action research workshops as a basis, a document titled ‘How 
to facilitate an EDP?’ was published by the research institute which the action 
researcher belonged to, and Bilbao Ekintza, the city development agency. 
Together with other presentations and minutes and notes taken at the workshops, 
this document constituted the source of data for writing the case study. This doc-
ument shares the knowledge co-generated in the specific case of Bilbao, which 
is of a more contextual nature and more actionable than the contributions from 
literature discussed and complements them with more actionable knowledge. To 
fully document the perspective of facilitative policymakers on this process and 
its subsequent impacts, we conducted three interviews with policymakers leading 
the Futurable process (12 March, 16 April, and 4 December 2019).

The goal with this paper is to bring now the contextual knowledge from the 
case into a more conceptual form, so that we can make a contribution to the 
literature.

Findings: Roles of the Facilitative Policymakers in Futurable

In this section, we share the results of the action research process embedded in 
Futurable for capability development. Participants considered that the first step 
for developing their capabilities was to have a clear definition of their roles, and 
they agreed upon the following five:
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(a)	 Building Capabilities for Facilitation

One of the distinctive features of Futurable is that policymakers included their 
own training and capability development process as one more dimension of the 
EDP. This was a critical decision that aimed to overcome a frequent contradiction 
in EDPs: policymakers are often invited to take on a new role without previously 
developing the capabilities to be able to play it. The following quote extracted from 
meeting minutes illustrates this:

We need a minimum amount of knowledge about wearables to able to facilitate 
this process… having a small but necessary amount of knowledge is enough, 
our role being to facilitate. So, with the co-construction of knowledge as an 
aim…, we also have to learn how to get involved in the discovery process.

(b)	 Engaging Entrepreneurs by Constructing a Shared Vision

A second capability which policymakers had to develop was to involve entrepre-
neurs by constructing a shared vision. Experiments were made with individual 
meetings between policymakers and entrepreneurs and with storytelling to increase 
involvement. Among the issues defined collaboratively to develop a shared vision 
were the technological field to be explored, the selection of other entrepreneurs that 
could participate, the roles of the entrepreneurs, the rules of the game in the process, 
the prioritisation criteria, and the actions to be implemented. We illustrate this part 
with several quotes from the meetings:

We’re meeting them [policymakers referring to entrepreneurs] individually to 
find out what their perspective is on the process, especially the most active and 
committed ones for those critical moments when decisions have to be made to 
continue in one direction or another.
All the actors involved, including us, must know the mechanisms with which 
to influence the others in a transparent manner.
Confidentiality issues are one of the main concerns in these kinds of processes, 
and the rules of the game must be clear… We devoted a huge part of the meet-
ing to proposing a set of rules on which participants could agree.
We [facilitative policymakers] are the ones who know, in detail, the differ-
ences among their [entrepreneurs’] perspectives; they are not always aware of 
these differences, but we are, and so our role is to find the minimum common 
ground they share and upon which we can build collective action.

(c)	    Designing and Facilitating Meetings

Designing the meetings and later facilitating them was the core role assigned to 
the facilitative policymakers. In each stage of the EDP, the design and facilita-
tion of meetings had to be adapted to specific circumstances. The following stages 
were identified by the participants in an emergent process: (1) creating the team of 
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facilitative policymakers and agreeing on their roles, (2) identifying opportunity 
areas and market niches, (3) building the links between supply and demand (tech-
nological providers and firms), and (4) reinforcing the ecosystem within specific 
technological domains. Also, there were some common challenges regarding this 
role, which we identified in all the stages and that we share below together with the 
quotes of the policymakers:

The decision on whether or not to outsource facilitation to a consultancy firm:

If we engage a consultancy firm for the facilitation [of meetings], the facilita-
tive role of the agency will be invisible… we must look after our visibility… it 
is a matter of empowerment too.

The self-confidence required to be able to facilitate the meetings:

The specific facilitative role we play [in meetings] depends on our own capa-
bilities and personality… you need to have confidence in yourself. It is also a 
matter of feeling sure.

The methodological underpinnings of facilitation:

First of all, the aim of the dynamics [of the meeting] must be clear, and 
the methodology must pursue that aim, in coherence with our facilitation 
approach.

The need to envisage the process that lies ahead:

Even though I was happy with the results of the previous workshop, after each 
one, I already had to start thinking about the next one… in fact, dynamisation 
is not the most difficult part; the most difficult part is knowing what to do next.

(d)	   Monitoring and evaluating

As has also been reported by the literature on EDPs, monitoring and evaluation are 
considered critical steps in the learning process. The following quotes show how 
facilitative policymakers reflected on it:

Exactly when we bring this discussion to the group [entrepreneurs] is impor-
tant… this cannot be done when the process has just started… we cannot ask 
them to think about monitoring when they haven’t yet seen any results.
This is completely different from how we’ve evaluated the agency’s activity 
until now… we’ve never monitored our role before, and now we need to show 
that we’re capable of contributing, as facilitators, to make EDPs possible.
Policy learning requires that we’re honest and critical towards ourselves… 
this is not a competition about who achieves the best result, and our managers 
should also aim for more transparency.
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(e)	 Systematising

This role aims to document the whole process; that is, not only what happened dur-
ing the meetings, but also to construct a more elaborate narrative of the lessons 
learnt. Here again, it is a role closely connected to the interpretation of EDPs as 
learning processes, and it is clearly influenced by the action research methodologies 
used in the case. The following quote illustrates this perspective:

The process requires different types of systematisation documents depending 
on the stage of the process and the specific needs of participants.

Discussion and Conclusions

Here, we answer the twofold research question of this paper: What are the roles 
of facilitative policymakers in EDPs? What are the features that make these roles 
actionable? To do so, we connect the literature on EDPs and facilitation, which we 
reviewed in the first part of the paper, with the case of Futurable in Bilbao, where 
the concepts were tested through co-generation. Figure  1 synthesises the roles, 
which are arranged chronologically, although this does not mean that the followed 
approach was linear since the roles were enacted throughout the whole process. We 
do consider, however, that this chronological order can help convey the emergent 
nature of EDPs.

Role 1: 
dialogue to
agree new 

field

Role 2: learn
about the

field

Role 4: a
ract
outside

knowledge

Role 3: 
engage

stakeholders

Role 5: 
construct

shared visionLocal actors
decide and act
(the Discovery 

process
materializes in 
projects or not)

Role 6: 
evaluate

Fig. 1   The six roles of facilitative policymakers in EDPs
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Our objective with the synthesis shown in Fig. 1 is to take the roles co-generated 
in the Futurable process to a conceptual discussion, which is then linked to the lit-
erature presented at the beginning of our paper. We do this keeping the focus on the 
features that made these roles actionable. This means that we seek a balance where 
we conceptualise and reduce the context specificity of the case without losing the 
actionable nature gained through the experimentation of the concepts in practice. In 
each section, we have combined the discussion and our conclusions.

Role 1: Choosing the Field to be Explored

This role is enacted in a complex stage of the process, and it rests on a dilemma. 
The aim of EDPs is to determine which areas should be concentrated on to be able 
to support entrepreneurial activity through research, development, and innovation 
policies. This discovery emerges from the dialogue with entrepreneurs. However, 
given that the number of potential entrepreneurs that policymakers can have a dia-
logue with is limited, the following dilemma arises: how can policymakers choose 
the right potential entrepreneurs to participate in the dialogue spaces?

In the Futurable case, the proactiveness of entrepreneurs, together with the spe-
cific field pertaining to digital technologies prioritised in the S3 framework, created 
favourable conditions to make a decision on the field to be explored. In order to 
fulfil their facilitative role, policymakers must make a continuous effort to keep the 
dialogue going with potential entrepreneurs in the prioritised areas. When potential 
is detected in a particular field, experimental processes like Futurable may then be 
developed until entrepreneurs are empowered to take over. This role also implies a 
continuous tension between getting to know new potential entrepreneurs and main-
taining the dialogue with those that are already on the radar, while acknowledging 
that there will always be potential entrepreneurs that will remain off the radar. In this 
regard, employing tools and their corresponding models that allow this selection to 
be made in an efficient, transparent and fair way, and avoid other more subjective 
practices from the past, can be useful for this purpose (Martínez López & Palazuelos 
Martínez, 2015).

Role 2: Learning About the Fields Chosen for the EDP

Learning is the core activity of policymakers who facilitate EDPs. The learning pro-
cess’s goal is to be able to interact with potential entrepreneurs and experts pro-
ductively and connect their knowledge with the knowledge already gathered for the 
policy process. This does not mean that facilitative policymakers need to become 
experts in the field where the EDP is conducted. However, they need to have a 
minimum knowledge (which must be continuously updated) that helps them build 
trust and a shared vision with potential entrepreneurs. This knowledge is acquired 
through an ongoing learning process that combines gaining substance knowledge of 
the field (often connected to specific technologies, markets, and products) and pro-
cess knowledge (how to build trust, a shared vision, and common agendas).
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With respect to the case studied, the five policymakers from the city development 
agency acquired substance knowledge concerning wearable technologies through 
strategic observatory mechanisms and the interaction with entrepreneurs. They also 
outsourced the preparation of technical reports and diagnoses. Furthermore, they 
worked to acquire a type of knowledge that is seldom considered to be related to 
the field where the EDP is carried out. That is, they participated in knowledge co- 
generation processes with social researchers to gain insight into how to build 
trust and a shared vision with the specific community of entrepreneurs involved. 
Although it is rarely taken into account, this soft and contextual knowledge can be 
crucial when it comes to making EDPs feasible.

Role 3: Engaging Entrepreneurs

This role requires selecting the entrepreneurs to be invited to the EDP by contacting 
them beforehand to ensure a certain degree of commitment to the process on their 
part.

In the Bilbao case, it was also essential that policymakers discussed with the 
entrepreneurs how the process was expected to develop since a shared design of 
it would favour the EDP’s sustainability. In fact, the experience of Futurable has 
shown the value of policymakers and entrepreneurs in co-defining together the list 
of participants, their roles, the rules of the game (related to issues like confidential-
ity and sharing information), and the corresponding decision-making mechanisms. 
It might initially feel like a waste of time, but it helps entrepreneurs appropriate the 
EDP, so to speak, and thus, they become more engaged.

The other side of the coin is that, to engage entrepreneurs in this way, facilitative 
policymakers need to be ready to share part of their power when decisions are made 
concerning the process. This is one of the most challenging aspects of the facilita-
tion we named in the theoretical section the new role of policymakers in smart spe-
cialisation and EDPs.

Role 4. Attracting Outside Knowledge

Stakeholders (policymakers and entrepreneurs) in an EDP can benefit from their 
exposure to knowledge and ideas from outside their local environment throughout 
the process. Their knowledge about the particular field and potential innovations, 
albeit relevant, must be challenged by external knowledge in order to guarantee 
there is no risk of endogamy.

If we take the Futurable experience in Bilbao, the knowledge of entrepreneurs 
concerning wearable technologies played a crucial role in building a shared vision 
of the variety of technologies among all participants. However, it was when firms 
potentially demanding wearable technologies in the security and health sectors 
entered the scene that the new applications became clear. In fact, these applications 
could not have been conceived exclusively by the initial group of policymakers and 
entrepreneurs. Through this example, we have learned that outside knowledge helps 
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connect the supply and demand of the technology, although this is not necessarily 
always the case.

Thus, facilitative policymakers need to detect what type of external knowledge 
can challenge the one already existing in the EDP and bring it into the process, their 
role being to incite local entrepreneurs to interact with external actors who have a 
different type of knowledge.

Role 5. Developing a Shared Vision

Many attempts at participatory or collaborative policy processes fail because although 
participants who are willing to go ahead with the process will meet together, they can-
not take it to the next step. As a consequence, stagnation is one of the main fears of 
facilitative policymakers entering experimental processes.

The case of Bilbao shows the relevance of developing a shared vision that prepares 
the ground for subsequent actions. The celebration of the workshop on wearables for 
safety and health is an example of this type of action.

The explicit willingness to continue with a process must be viewed in contrast to 
the potential implicit conflicts among the participants in the EDP. Implicit conflicts 
are often at the core of these processes’ stagnation, which often go into standby for 
no apparent reason. It is the role of facilitative policymakers to pay attention to these 
potential conflicts and help entrepreneurs make them explicit, as long as adequate con-
ditions exist to solve them constructively.

Role 6. Monitoring, Evaluating, and Systematising

Monitoring is a relevant aspect for the facilitation of EDPs as it leads to the evaluation 
not only of the actions and decisions taken in the technological field, but also of the 
facilitation itself (Gianelle et al., 2016; Periánez-Forte et al., 2016).

The Futurable case described in this paper has confirmed the need for monitoring 
and has shown the relevance of properly defining which actors should engage in moni-
toring and evaluation. In the case of Futurable, apart from the entrepreneurs taking part 
in the EDP and the team of facilitative policymakers, the president and the CEO of the 
agency were also involved.

The main lesson learnt from this process regarding the roles of facilitative policy-
makers is that monitoring systems should include process indicators to complement 
input and result indicators. However, the process indicators are sometimes operation-
alised through indices such as the number of meetings and the number of participants. 
And the Bilbao experience has shown us that it is difficult to attain a proper evalua-
tion exclusively through these quantitative indicators and also that the systematisation 
of experiences can be used as a methodology to develop evaluation processes with 
a higher impact on learning. Systematisation is a process where lessons learnt are 
extracted by reflecting on a previously documented process. In the case of the Futur-
able project, this process was facilitated by social researchers and the report on ‘How to 
facilitate EDPs?’ mentioned further above. Facilitative policymakers can improve the 
EDP by integrating systematisation into the monitoring and evaluation processes.
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Final Reflections on the Gap Between Thinkers and Doers

The methodology used in the case studied was action research, which means 
here that while policymakers were facilitating the learning process of entrepre-
neurs, social researchers were simultaneously facilitating the learning process of 
policymakers.

In smart specialisation and EDPs, policymakers are no longer expected to have 
the right data on their desk with which they can make the right decision alone on 
priorities and design the right policy to support prioritised fields. The nature of 
EDPs requires that facilitative policymakers engage in dialogues with potential 
entrepreneurs to co-generate the policy. However, this does not imply that having 
good data is irrelevant, but data is simply one more input to the EDP, together 
with process and experiential knowledge. The right knowledge is the one co- 
generated by participants in the EDP, and such knowledge is generated in action, 
breaking the barriers between reflection and action.

In these contexts, what do policymakers require from social researchers? 
Researchers provide smart specialisation processes with a wide array of contents, 
such as diagnoses that justify the need for smart specialisation policy, propos-
als with the main objectives of smart specialisation, guidelines for its design and 
implementation, and case studies and evaluations. In most S3 processes, social 
researchers have been external observers that diagnosed, analysed, explained, and 
made recommendations. However, the participatory nature of EDPs also raises 
questions concerning the roles to be fulfilled. That is to say, if policymakers are 
interacting with territorial entrepreneurs and not analysing or making decisions at 
their desks, should we (social researchers) provide them with inputs for reflection 
at the workplace? The Futurable case created a space where social researchers 
were able to experiment with interactive and participatory research approaches. 
Yet the fact is that knowledge on the facilitative role of policymakers in the EDP 
was not developed at researchers’ desks to be later transferred to policymakers for 
its implementation; it was actually co-generated in the workshops where policy-
makers made real-time decisions on the EDP.

Thus, our last reflection is that besides offering policymakers an opportunity to 
experiment with new approaches to innovation policies, EDPs also give research-
ers the chance to experiment with new approaches to innovation research. The 
main contribution of this paper is that the knowledge shared in the previous sec-
tions is not the result of analysing the EDP process by social researchers, but it 
is the result of co-generation in the context of application. This means that the 
roles have not been defined by researchers from literature for policy makers to 
apply, nor have researchers analysed a process by policy makers from outside. 
They have constructed the new knowledge together in action. Consequently, the 
new knowledge has been generated and applied simultaneously, and thus, it has a 
more actionable nature than the theoretical concepts discussed at the beginning of 
the process.
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