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the heart of the matter, however, one has to identify innovative 

firms. The sole reliance on aggregate indicators always contains ther 

danger of fallacies of disaggregation: it is not correct to jump from 

an aggregate analysis to a level of conclusion concerning the 

individual behavior of business firms [5]. 

Reconstructing the history of more than 150 innovative companies 

has lead to a new look on the innovation process in companies: 

focusing on ‘imagination’ (Musso, Ponthou & Seulliet, 2005;2007). 

The notion of ‘l’imaginaire’ is defined as ‘the network of images, 

discourses, myths and stories, crossbreeding the production and 

uses of services, of techniques or of innovating products’. The new 

innovation process is client- or user-oriented (see also Vredenburg, 

Isensee & Righi, 2002). The new innovation process also implies a 

fourth generation of R&D: ‘setting up an itinerary of creation and 

knowledge management, combining marketing and technological 

processes: to be achieved by according the client a pivotal role in 

the innovation process and by investing in the upstream phase 

(when costs are still low and one can act on potential results)’. 

(It is not too surprising that global CEOs select creativity as the most 

crucial factor for future success. Creative leaders, among others, ‘invite  

disruptive innovation’ and ‘score much higher on innovation’  (IBM, 

2010)). 

How to proceed with the analysis, once innovations and innovative 

firms have been identified ? One can think of constructing a 

questionnaire, checklisting potential, critical success factors (for an 

attempt in this direction see Stefanski, 2008). 

The framework of cross-case analysis, based on the study of social 

innovation which includes nine diverse cases (Drewe, Klein & 

Hulsbergen, 2008: 251-252) can serve not as a blueprint but as a 

source of inspiration. Here are the original ingredients:  

1. Innovations imply changes. What is the object of change? How tangible 

is ist? Is it procedural, organizational, institutional? Is it a new or 

improved product or service? Or is it a new technology? 

2. What is the objective to be achieved?... It needs to be specified what 

present problem is to be solved; what future problems are to be 
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prevented; or what aspirations exist for the future. In order to identify 

whose objectives these are, on must take a closer look at the process. 

3. Who are the actors or agents of change initiating the search for new 

ideas? They may belong to the public sector, the private sector or the 

organized civil society and they may cover local as well as wider 

geographical scales. This, too, can affect the mobilization of means. 

4. Social innovations, by definition, are accepted socially. Hence the 

importance of users and their participation in the process, their active 

participation beyong pure tokenism. At what stage do users come in: 

becoming aware of and defining the problem, creation, implementation, 

evaluation? Participating in the process, users turn into actors. 

5. What means are mobilized by public, private and civil actors to achieve 

the objectives? The resources deployed can be financial ones, but also 

resources in kind. Means may also be related to social capital that includes 

influence, networks, solidarity or the like. The question is how actors, 

objectives and means are interconnected in some kind of stakeholder 

analysis. 

6. The proof of the pudding, that is to say the process, is in the results to 

be checked against the objectives and expressed in terms of objects. 

7. If the overall balance of the results is positive, this is the right moment 

to decide whether the label of good practice can be attributed to the 

case under study. Good practice may be transferable to other places – 

provided it matches  a different context or can be adapted to it [6]. 

8. The key word here is context… In trying to identify contextual 

variables, one can look for factors constraing the innovation process such 

as complexity, uncertainty, resistance, tensions, compromise ot 

institutional rigidity… 

Adopting an innovation-focused empirical approach, the issues connected 

with innovation can be decided empirically case-wise. Empirical evidence 

wil be obtained with regard to the relative weight of what are usually 

assumed to be critical success factors (or bottlenecks in the innovation 

process for that matter). Among these factors one finds: 

-  universities and (higher) education 

-  R&D expenditures, both public and private 

-  venture capital 
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-  ICT 

-  local and transterritorial networks 

And so forth. 

One may even detect that serendipity has played an important part in the 

innovation process (Van Andel & Bourcier, 2009). Or as the neurobiologist 

Yehezkel Ben-Ari has put it: ‘Une découverte ne se programme pas, elle 

emprunte toujours des chemins buissonniers’. 

Epilogue 

GREMI has painted a more complete picture of the triple helix than 

theorists such as Leydesdorff have. Even more important is that GREMI’s 

innovative milieux are based on facts provided by case studies. Future 

research on innovation should not discard this valuable experience, 

because case studies get straight to the heart of the matter which does 

not hold (yet) for OECD examinations. Top-down studies, focusing on 

national or supranational framework conditions rule today. A descent into 

the region of Rotterdam is already a step closer to the reality of 

innovation,  although the recipes proposed do not provide direct policy 

actions for practitioners.  

In the final section an alternative approach to innovation has been 

sketched. It starts from innovation - the nitty-gritty - and tries to 

reconstruct empirically the innovation process that has produced it: 

instead of relying only on theoretical that is hypothetical relationships 

between presumed enabling factors and innovation. Hence, at the end of 

the day, the title of this essay should rather be changed to Innovation – 

practice and theory. Theory seems to belong to the ‘context of 

discovery’, whereas practice belongs to the ‘context of justification’. 

 

Notes 

[1] See Policy implications of post-autistic economics: 

http://www.paecon.net  

[2] A similar study has been carried out for the region of Amsterdam. SEO 

Economisch Onderzoek (2009) refers. 

[3] For further information see: http://www.mondragon-corporation.com    
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[4] An innovative milieu, in a way, is a social innovation (Matteaccioli, 

2008). 

[5] A related danger is the uncritical use of aggregate indicators for 

ranking or benchmarking purposes (Drewe, 2010c). 

[6] OECD and others often quote ‘good practice’ cases to support its 

recommendations, say, examples of triple-helix cooperation (check the 

boxes in OECD, 2010). Good practice, however, is morre complicated than 

just quoting presumed success stories. To be more than just a form of 

regional (or urban) marketing or pr, a ‘golden rule’ applies, the rule of 

double evaluation: Does a certain policy or program work within its proper 

regional context and –if yes-can it be transplanted or adapted to a 

different regional context. More often than not the second question is not 

even posed. If the answer to the first question is no, then we are dealing 

with a case of bad practice. On can even learn  more from bad thasn from 

good practice. Bad practice, however unpopular, tells that a general recipe 

or cure simply does not work. By the way, ‘publishing scientific failures 

and mistakes would significantly speed up the progress of science’ (De 

Groot). 

References 

Camagni, R. & Maillat, D. (eds) (2006) Milieux innovateurs, théorie et politiques, 

Economica Anthropos, Paris. 

Cuenya, B. (2006) Large urban projects and social actors. Ph D thesis, Faculty of 

Architecture, Delft University of Technology. 

Drewe, P. (2010a) Innovations – a way out of the economic crisis for cities and 

regions?, in A. Kuklinski, E. Malak-Petlicka &  P, Zuber (eds) Southern Italy – 

Eastern Germany – Eastern Poland. The Triple Mezzogiorno?, Ministry of Regional 

Development, Warsaw: 87-104. 

Drewe, P. (2010b) The innovative university- some don’ts (unpublished). See also 

Nieuwsbrief Science Guide, March 2010, number 8. 

Drewe, P. (2010c) Ranking – useful tool or wrong medicine (unpublished). 

Drewe, P., Klein, J.-L. & Hulsbergen, E. (2008) (eds) The challenge of social 

innovation in urban revitalization, Techne Press, Amsterdam. 

Dti (2007) A practical guide to cluster developmenmt, a report to the Department 

of Trade and Indfustry and the English RDA’s by Ecotec Research & Consulting: 

http://www.dti.gov.uk/clusters 

Fullbrook, E. (2004) (ed) A guide to what’s wrong with economics, Anthem Press. 



13 

 

IBM (2010) Global CEO Study: http://www.ibm.com 

Leydesdorff, L. (2006) “While a storm is raging on the open sea”: regional 

development in a knowledge-based economy, Journal of Technology Transfer, 

31(1): 189-203. 

Maillat, D. (2006) Comportements spatiaux et milieux innovateurs, in R. Camagni 

& D. Maillat (eds) Milieux innovateurs, théorie et politiques, Economica Anthropos, 

Paris: 65-73. 

Matteaccioli, A. (2004) Philippe Aydalot, pionnier de l’économie territoriale, 

L’Harmattan, Paris. 

Matteaccioli, A. (2008) Social innovation and urban revitalization from the 

perspective of an innovative milieu analysis, in P. Drewe, J.-L. Klein & E. 

Hulsbergen (eds) The challenge of social innovation in urban revitalization, 

Techne Press, Amsterdam: 29-49. 

Musso, P., Ponthou, L. & Seulliet, E. (2005) Fabriquer le futur, l’imaginaire au 

service de l’innovation, Village Mondial, Paris. 

Musso, P., Ponthou, L. & Seulliet, E. (2007) Fabriquer le futur 2, l’imaginaire au 

servive de l’innovation, Village Mondial, Paris. 

OECD (2003) Public-private partnerships for research and innovation: an 

evaluation of the Dutch experience: http://www.oecd.org 

OECD (2009) Competitive regional; clusters: national policy approaches: 

http://www.oecd.org 

OECD (2010) Higher education in regional and city development Rotterdam, The 

Netherlands: http://www.oecd.org 

Pilat, D. (2010) OECD innovation strategy. Toward an agenda for policy action on 

innovation, in E. Lennart & J. Leijten (eds) New economic ground fr innovation 

policy, Cultivalibros, Bilbao: 153-171. 

Prahalad, C. K. & Mashelkar, R. A. (2010) Erfinderische Inder, Harvard Business 

manager, October: 92-194. 

Pro Inno Europe: Inno Metrics (2009) European Innovation Scoreboard, 

comparative analysis of innovative performance 2008, European Commission 

Directorate General Enterprise, Brussels. 

Rallet, A, & Torre, A. (2007) Quelles proximités pour innover? L’Harmattan, Paris. 

Rousseau, J.-M. (2010) Quo Vadis, Europe? Competitiveness among stumbling 

blocks…, in A. Kuklinski, E. Malak-Petlicka & P. Zuber (eds) Southern Italy – 

Eastern Germany – Eastern Poland. The Triple Mezzogiorno?, Ministry of Regional 

Development, Warsaw: 65-85. 



14 

 

SEO Economisch Onderzoek (2009) Amsterdam, Netherlands: Self-Evaluation 

Report. OECD Review of Higher Education in Regional and City Development 

IMHE. 

Stefanski, M. (2008) Survey Report. Regional support for innovation processes in 

economy based on Structural Funds, University of Economics and Innovation in 

Lublin. 

Van Andel, P. & Bourcier, D. (2009) De la sérendipité dans la science, la 

technique, l’art et le droit. Leçons de l’inattendu, L’ACT MEM, Paris. 

Vredenburg, K, Isensee, S. & Righi, C. (2002) User-centered design: an inegrated 

approach, Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, N.J. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


