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1 Overview over the study visit

This Study visit under the title “Importance of Start-ups and Spin-offs to innovation” was organised within the Thematic Working Group (TWG) “Services and Support to Start-ups and Spin-offs”. It was the “pilot study visit” of 4 study visits in total that will be organised within the Thematic Network ERIK+ - European Regions Knowledge based Innovation Network. 

The decision was made by the ERIK+ steering committee to carry out the first ERIK+ study visit as part of the TWG “Services and Support to Start-ups and Spin-offs” because this TWG is together with the TWG “Industry and Science Relationship” the most advanced thematic working group within the ERIK+ network. Due to the very tight ERIK+ work program this first study was scheduled for mid of July 2006 where in most of the ERIK+ partner regions are already holidays. Furthermore the host region has had only approx. 6 weeks for the preparation of the study visit from the final decision of the venue and the date until the event itself, but only one week after the final decision about the schedule. 

Alentejo was selected as venue for the study visit due to several reasons. The representatives of the Alentejo region are belonging since the establishment of the former Thematic Network ERIK to the very active partner regions of ERIK+. In this framework the Alentejo region has taken its opportunity to describe the overall Regional Program of Innovative Actions (RPIA) of Alentejo as well as several Good Practice Cases belonging to these Innovative Actions and further regional start-up/spin-off support initiatives in the ERIK+ database. Based on these comprehensive information and further explanations during the former ERIK+ meetings the partner regions have taken Alentejo in the narrow choice for the study visit in order to have an in-depth exchange about the full band width of the Regional Program of Innovative Actions of Alentejo but also to focus on regional start-up/spin-off support with respect to innovation.

At the end Alentejo was able to cope with the challenges of organising the study visit during holiday time. The large number of approx. 42 participants from 10 regions and the European Commission demonstrates the success of this study visit.

The following minutes are concluding the results of the 1½ days event, but will not tackle every presentation that was given during the study visit. For further information about the single presentations hold during the study visit in Évora and the participants please take a look at the ERIK+ website www.eriknetwork.net.
2 The Agenda

The full Agenda is also available under the ERIK+ website www.eriknetwork.net .

The meeting has started on Tuesday noon at the venue of ADRAL - Agência de Desenvolvimento Regional do Alentejo, S.A. headquarters. The first half day of the study visit has focused on of start-ups and spin-offs Good Practices in the Alentejo region with presentation of COMEÇAR, an entrepreneurship support program and two start-up cases out of this programme. Furthermore additional examples for support of start-ups and micro companies were introduced. The first day was finished with a visit at the Évora University, INOVÉVORA Space, an institute active in the field of technology transfer and spin-off creation.

The second day was hold at the CCDRA - Comissão de Coordenação e Desenvolvimento Regional do Alentejo. During the morning plenary session the welcome was addressed by Mr. Jorge Honório, the Vice President of the Alentejo region, Mr. Luís Cavaco, the General Manager of ADRAL and Mr. Joaquim Silva Rodrigues, representative of the European Commission, Mrs. Giorgia Valli made an introduction about the ERIK+ Network, and Mr. Hans-Christian Jäger presented the study visit.

At the second period several good practices and experiences from the Alentejo RPIA were introduced and discussed with the participants after. Furthermore the evaluation results of the Alentejo RPIA (Regional Programme of Innovative Actions) were introduced and discussed with the audience.

The afternoon session again was dealing with European wide start-up/spin-off support and the question: “Is start-up/spin-off support a relevant instrument for regional innovation policy?” Four regions with different structural figures (Algarve, Extremadura, Hamburg and Lower Austria) have presented start-up/spin-off support initiatives as part of their RPIA and discussed their experiences with the auditorium. The presentations can be consulted at the ERIK+ website www.eriknetwork.net.

On behalf of Lower Austria as coordinator of the TWG “Services and Support to Start-ups and Spin-offs” the main conclusions of the study visit were made by Mr. Hans-Christian Jäger, IDEUM, with some recommendations for the next structural funds period. 
3 Is start-up/spin-off support a relevant instrument for the regional innovation policy? – Main conclusions of the study visit

YES! – So easy the answer can be on the question whether start-up/spin-off support is a relevant instrument for the regional innovation policy. All speakers and participants of the study visit have emphasised in their presentations and the discussions that fostering entrepreneurship is an important objective of their regional innovation policy. Nevertheless the understanding of start-up/spin-off support under the umbrella of regional innovation policy can considerably differ from region to region in Europe.

Innovation in general means the development and marketing of a new product (product innovation), development of new production procedure (process innovation) or introduction of new forms of business organisation in order to satisfy the needs of the customers better than product and services have done so far.

The content of regional start-up/spin-off support with respect to innovation strongly depends on the overall economic development of the respective region and the existence of a regional innovation strategy as we have seen by the different presentations. More advanced regions are often focussing on new technology based firms (NTBF) and innovation oriented start-ups/spin-offs whereas economic weaker and rural regions often are concentrating on fostering new businesses and entrepreneurship with a broader approach due to underdeveloped entrepreneurial culture and limited potentials in the field of NTBFs. This fact is correlating with different degrees of innovation distinguishing between world novelties and firms’ novelties. In the latter case a similar product exists already on the market however for the enterprise it is an innovation which is improving the satisfaction of the customers. More rural regions cannot ignore their current situation and have to avoid providing too sophisticated start-up/spin-off support which is not matching the current needs of the regional potential and new entrepreneurs. Instead the region can transfer already existing start-up/spin-off support tools from other regions to their own region with adaptation according the own regional particularities and needs – which means offering new and innovative start-up/spin-off support services for the region and the (potential) entrepreneurs. “Avoid reinventing the wheel!” is a popular advice given in this context.

Even though such differences of start-up/spin-off support in the frame work of regional innovation policy exists between the European regions there are several commonalities of regional start-up/spin-off support in linkage with regional innovation policy regardless the regional typology.

3.1 Barriers for start-up/spin-off support as part of the regional innovation policy

Presentations and discussion have given an insight in the barriers and obstacles the regions are facing with respect to regional start-up/spin-off support. Here are the issues that were highlighted during the study visit:

3.1.1 Low knowledge of needs in innovation oriented start-up/spin-off support

The perception that the start-up/spin-off support exclusively or mainly consists of material support (like incubator buildings providing office space) of sole financial support (for investment of required equipment and investments) is today still common among politicians and stakeholders. This coincides with the lack of transparency of the actual needs of potential and new entrepreneurs.

3.1.2 Low transparency of offered regional start-up/spin-off services and their quality

For at least some of the responsible RPIA managers and other responsible managers for regional start-up/spin-off support it is already very difficult to evaluate existing start-up/spin-off services regarding their quantity (what services are actually offered?) and their quality (is the service matching the needs and is of added value for the customers?) due to missing transparency of the offered services.

Especially the combination of missing knowledge of the actual needs and of the actual quality of the services increases the risk of establishment of wrong or at least not the most appropriate services as new start-up/spin-off support.

3.1.3 Low cooperation culture among service providers as well as between public R&D and business

The missing transparency can be an outcome of the missing communication and collaboration culture among the actors as some managers have pointed out. Often appropriate exchange platforms for service providers, R&D organisations, universities are missing and thus the understanding for each other is suffering. 

But it is also possible that the regional actors are not willing to cooperate because they see each other more as competitor than a service partner in fostering new start-ups/spin-offs. 

3.1.4 Low attention of service providers for time frame from the new business ideas to application

The way from the new business idea to application and economic exploitation of this idea can even take years in which a lot of services can be provided and money can be spent. In parallel the frame conditions are permanently changing.

Service providers are not always taking this time component into consideration and are not speeding up the start-up/spin-off process sufficiently with the consequence that results previous services (e.g. of feasibility studies) are out-dated and thus might indicate the wrong consequences with the risk to spent a considerable amount of (public) money at the wrong time of the start-up/spin-off support process and of course with higher probability of failure of the start-up/spin-off.

On the other hand single regions are reporting about good experiences in limitation of the effort and budget spent for the “very early services” with respect to the planned time of establishment of the start-up/spin-off. That means: the nearer the time stamp and the probability of start-creation the higher the available budget for start-up/spin-off support for the respective start-up/spin-off case.

3.1.5 Missing solutions for competing objectives among municipalities as well between the region and its municipalities

Traditionally there is a competition among also neighbour municipalities with respect to inward investment and creating of new jobs. Also start-up/spin-off support is considered as a policy instrument to create new jobs and thus also matter of competition in general. For the municipality spanning region it is of urgent importance to bring the objectives of the individual municipalities under one region wide umbrella and at the same time to solve the conflict between the regional objectives and its municipalities’ objectives.

With respect to start-up/spin-off support and innovation aspects an explicit regional solution (like a start-up/spin-off strategy or an overall regional (innovation) strategy / plan) for solving these conflicts is necessary. But not all regions have such a solution or at least to document with overall regional consensus as point of departure for the implementation of regional innovation and start-up/spin-off policy.

3.1.6 Missing of financial instruments to support the start-ups and spin-offs 

There isn’t tradition, but a few pilot actions, in the constitution of specific regional financial instruments to promote the creation and/or the increase of the companies’ competitiveness based on start-ups and spin-offs.

3.2 Success factors of start-up/spin-off support as part of the regional innovation policy

Not only barriers for start-up and spin-off support were tackled during the study visit but also a lot of Good Practice cases and promising experiences were disseminated. The following important success factors for start-up/spin-off support were identified:

3.2.1 Regional start-up/spin-off strategy

A self contained regional start-up/spin-off strategy or an overall regional innovation strategy / plan with integrated start-up/spin-off strategy are considered by a lot of experts as a fundamental point of departure for an effective and efficient regional public start-up/spin-off support infrastructure.

On the one hand such a strategy paper allows some continuity due to some independence from the day-to-day policy which is often concentrating on positive regional effects of introduced programmes within the current time of government. But usually the establishment of a regional successful start-up/spin-off infrastructure and especially the regional effects take more time than this period of usually 4 to 5 years. 

The analyses stage of the elaboration of such a regional start-up/spin-off strategy deals with the current situation of provided start-up/spin-off services (offer side) and with the actual needs of potential and new entrepreneurs (needs side). Based on these analyses results it is much easier to define and establish effective public regional start-up/spin-off support services.

The experiences have underlined that the Good Practice of start-up and spin-off support as part of the RPIAs can be more targeted and effective when they are integrated in a regional strategy.

3.2.2 Process orientation of the start-up/spin-off support

During the study visit participants have emphasized that the offered start-up/spin-off services have to provide support for the whole start-up/spin-off process which is characterized by overlapping and recurring steps and iterative activities. A gap in the whole “start-up/spin-off supply chain” can make the total provided support for the respective (potential) start-up/spin-off useless if the (potential) start-up/spin-off is not able to compensate the gap by its own.

3.2.3 Mixture of types of fund allocation

Several types of fund allocation (finance, infrastructure, professional management and advice services, networking) have to be offered by the regional start-up/spin-off support infrastructure in order to match the full band width of the needs in start-up/spin-off support. 

3.2.4 High flexibility of start-up/spin-off support

Starting up a new firm requires a lot of flexibility from the young entrepreneurs due to continuously gathered new information (feasibility study, market and competitor analyses, IPR survey etc) and permanently changing frame conditions (new competitors, patenting situation, new R&D results). The same flexibility is necessary for the respective start-up/spin-off support services and their providers in order to react on a new situation immediately without losing any time or money.

Therefore financial start-up/spin-off tools (e.g. pre-seed support) should have a sufficient number of milestones to review the current situation and flexible point of payments according the progress of the pre-seed process. 

Furthermore a permanent coaching during the pre-seed and seed stage of the start-up/spin-off should be combined with financial support.

3.2.5 Proximity of start-up/spin-offs with R&D

Innovation oriented start-ups/spin-offs and especially NTBFs require usually the direct proximity to their roots that means to the R&D organisation or university where they are coming from in order to use this know-how also in future for setting up their businesses (at least for the first stage of the new start-up/spin-off).

3.2.6 Joint initiatives of service providers within RPIA

Within start-up/spin-off oriented action lines of RPIAs several RPIA managers have made good experiences with calls for tenders in order to stimulate regional actors to submit an own proposal. Especially in the case of a joint proposal of several actors the creativity rate for new service ideas was significantly higher and an above-average number of regional service providers were or are involved in such joint initiatives which also have a high success rate.

3.2.7 Trust among service providers and between service providers and customers

Trust among the service providers is a significant pre-condition for cooperation and joint initiatives and increases the quality of the existing start-up/spin-off services. In those cases without sufficient trust among the regional actors 

Alike important is trust between the service providers and the supported potential and new entrepreneurs. The establishment of an own company often has influence on the whole lifestyle of the new entrepreneur including personal privations and financial restrictions. Especially new technology based firms and knowledge-based start ups rely on the confidentiality of their service partners with respect to intellectual property rights and innovative business ideas.

3.2.8 Pro-active Management of the overall Regional Programme of Innovative Actions and of single action lines

A pro-active management facilitates to get all relevant actors and the target group of potential and/or young entrepreneurs on board of the RPIA. On the one hand a pro-active behaviour of the RPIA manager demonstrates the willingness to collaborate with the other service providers as well as helps to jointly develop more ideas and implement better support tools due to bundled experts’ knowledge and operating experiences. On the other hand the pro-active approach enables to overcome possible fear of contact of the potential and new entrepreneurs to ask for external advice or support.
3.2.9 The contribution of start-ups and spin-offs to the regional innovation system 

The existence of start-ups and spin-offs usually has a strong effect at the regional innovation system, by bringing new ideas, concepts and the development of new processes. 

3.3 Model for the improvement of a regional start-up/spin-off support system

The communicated opinions and experiences of the participating experts in start-up/spin-off support and of the RPIA managers during the study visit are demanding a systematic process oriented approach for the improvement of the regional start-up/spin-off support taking the high lighted success factors into consideration and providing solutions to overcome the mentioned barriers. 

The model requires two levels: the first level is dealing with the start-up/spin-off process and individual start-up/spin-off services for the potential and new entrepreneurs. The second level is dealing with the question how to establish a system that allows a continuous improvement of the regional service portfolio for effective and efficient start-up/spin-off support according the actual needs of the target group with integration of all relevant regional actors and regional competencies.

There are two models which can be used: The ERIK model of the start-up/spin-off process is dealing with level one whereas STRINNOP model of strengthening the regional innovation profile can be adapted for level two. Both models will be introduced briefly:

3.3.1 ERIK model of the start-up/spin-off process

The Thematic Working Group (TWG) “Services and Support to Start-ups and Spin-offs” has already drawn a simplified linear process model within the ERIK network. This model was now verified by the experts’ statements without having explicitly having discussed this model.

A short introduction of the model will be described here – for further information please see the TWG paper “Final TWG Report with Set of Indicators and Review of the Methodology, Activities and Results” of the former ERIK network (available under www.eriknetwork.net/twg.html --> Support for Start-Ups and Spin-Offs). This paper describes the single steps in more detail and lists appropriate indicators for an assessment of the regional start-up/spin-off profile.

The defined straightforward step-by-step process of supporting and providing services to start-ups and spin-offs comprises 5 consecutive steps and a sixth accompanying step of coordination and monitoring. In order to keep the model as simple as possible it is decided to assign every support activity only to one step even. In cases of possible assignment of single activities/services to more than one step the respective activity/service is listed under the most appropriate step.

Figure 1:  The ERIK model of the start-up/spin-off process, elaborated by the TWG start-up/spin-off support

The 1st step “Awareness raising and entrepreneurial education” includes the general education of pupils in schools and students in universities as well as researchers in universities and RTOs (Research and Technology Organisations) with respect to entrepreneurship. Information events and promotion campaigns complete the activities of awareness raising. These activities address the whole target group of possible new entrepreneurs but not individual persons.

In the 2nd step “Feasibility of start-up/spin-off” the business idea is in a very early and conceptual stage. The identification and first description of the individual business idea is the main focus of this stage ending up with a validation of the business idea and a first assessment of individual persons regarding their ability as an entrepreneur.

The 3rd step “Preparation of the foundation” of the start-up/spin-off is the pre-seed stage and takes care of the individual strength and gaps of the potential starters in combination with their business idea. During this stage future entrepreneurs also get the opportunity to “test” and “try out” their business ideas by development of prototypes or temporary entrepreneurship on probation. Further important foundation stones that are put during this stage are the elaboration of the business plan including market and competitor analyses as well as clarification of property rights and patenting.

The 4th step “Foundation of the company” covers the start-up/spin-off of the KBSU (knowledge based start-ups) and includes services like providing infrastructure with basis services (incubators) or venture capital.

The 5th step “Support of start-ups/spin-offs” is oriented towards support of the established KBSU and its initial growth during the first 5 years of the new company. Services may be provided in form continuous coaching of the KBSU, advanced training and qualification of the young entrepreneur and his employees as well as access to growth capital.

The accompanying step “Coordination & monitoring of services according regional start-up/spin-off strategy” accompanies all above mentioned steps and takes care for the consistency of all offered support activities and services with the regional start-up and spin-off strategy and thus ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of public money spent on fostering KBSUs.

3.3.2 STRINNOP approach of strengthening the regional innovation profile

The Model of strengthening the regional innovation profile was developed be the Thematic Network STRINNOP (Strengthening the Regional Innovation Profile) with 12 partner regions between the years 2001 to 2003. The STRINNOP approach is not focussing on the regional start-up support system but dealing with the improvement of the overall innovation system and its regional innovation profile. Thus support for innovation oriented start-ups (knowledge based start-ups and NTBF – new technology based firms) are part of the overall regional innovation system.

Figure 2:  The STRINNOP Approach

The step-by-step approach comprises 7 steps building up on each other. Three additional topics are accompanying these steps. Of course there are a lot of strong interweavements between the single steps requiring an iterative process instead of a linear one but for simplification these interweavements are not depicted in the graphic above.

Identification of Regional Competencies and Innovation Potentials

Early recognition of ideas with innovative potential is more and more seen as one of the strategically decisive moments in international competition. In order to meet the requirements of the market regarding new technologies developed by science, research, and engineering it is necessary to identify promising technological approaches and to analyse their potential for development. This implicates that regional technology and innovation competencies as well as the regional potentials are transparent. Without any knowledge about the existing innovation strengths of the regional firms and of the technological competencies of the regional research institutions, a region will not be able to form a conclusive innovation profile, let alone to strengthen the Regional Innovation Profile.

Creation of Regional Knowledge

Knowledge in general provides guidance for decision makers, enabling them to find better judgments and decisions. It helps us to use or process existing data and information to deliver new results and findings which are the starting points for innovation. Two main categorizations of knowledge are distinguished today: Tacit and explicit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is knowledge that has been registered outside an individual, e.g. via data, information and knowledge which is documented in a reproducible form. Tacit knowledge exists within an individual; it is not recorded in any way, and resides entirely within individuals (or organisations). Both forms are important, since tacit knowledge is required for confident human action, yet explicit knowledge is the most efficient form for distribution and often is the basis for human inference which might result in tacit knowledge once more.

Stimulation of Firms’ Innovation Activities

Innovation is always an active process. But in some cases established SMEs have problems to identify their own innovation potentials because they do not reflect about themselves and are not aware of possible external help. Thus, to raise awareness about firms’ strengths and weaknesses as well as about opportunities, external innovation support is an essential task for the public innovation supporting infrastructure. This also includes the elaboration of business plans and (pre-) seed activities for potential future entrepreneurs after having identified economically exploitable ideas.

Implementation of Firms’ Innovation Activities

Innovative and competitive products are the result of concrete innovation projects covering research & development, financing, and market introduction. Several activities like technology transfer, market research, or project coaching/management should be part of the regional innovation supporting services. Setting up businesses is also an innovation activity and thus should be supported by e.g. providing an infrastructure in the form of incubators with associated start-up services.

Focus on Regional Strength: Clustering and Networking

Once the regional competencies and innovation potentials are identified, complementary regional knowledge is created and individual regional companies are stimulated by and accompanied in their innovation activities. All these existing competencies and activities should be interlinked in order to gain a maximum of synergy effects on the way of becoming an innovative and competitive region.

Internationalisation – Entering Foreign Markets

To confine themselves to the regional or national market means for innovative companies to miss business and profit on a large scale. On the other hand, only when entering into competition on an international market it becomes obvious if an allegedly innovative product is really innovative and competitive. Because of their limited resources, especially SMEs have to overcome serious obstacles when entering international markets.

But the lack of resources is not the only obstacle SMEs have to overcome in order to export successfully. In addition to marketing activities, the involvement in international markets also requires market knowledge and export experience (which is the result of long and complicated international processes) – an asset that the average SME does not have. Thus the value of networks and the use of networking are extremely important for SMEs when initiating and developing exporting activities.

Marketing of the Regional Innovation Profile

It is hard to make a region innovative but even harder to achieve international recognition for it. The presentation of regional innovation competencies and innovative products/services as a whole is part of the marketing activities as well as the dissemination of individual success stories. The Regional Innovation Profile is shaped not only by the form and contents of the marketing activities; the general layout and an innovation-friendly atmosphere too have a huge impact on the Regional Innovation Profile.

Marketing of the regions is often assigned to inward investment agencies. But today inward investment is still mostly limited to offering and selling of real estate. In order to attract innovative and competitive firms or even innovation oriented scientists and researchers the region has to present itself as a cooperative and capable partner who is able to generate an additional value for interested commercial firms and individual researchers.

Coordination of the Regional Innovation Supporting Infrastructure

The regional innovation support is influenced by very different players like technology providers, intermediaries, and financiers. The single actor may be an acknowledged expert in his area, but only when the interplay of all relevant forces is guaranteed the regional innovation support can gain a maximum of efficiency and benefit for the regional SMEs. Thus, the communication between all actors of the regional innovation supporting infrastructure and their coordination with a high degree of consensus and a dense interweavement of the single responsibilities, tasks and activities is a crucial task within the region.

Monitoring and Evaluation of the Regional Innovation Activities

The regional innovation supporting infrastructure is financed by a considerable amount of public money that should be spent as effectively and efficiently as possible. Therefore, it is important to monitor and evaluate the regional innovation support. In this context knowledge about the success factors and the impact of innovation activities is crucial. The evaluation procedure of regional innovation activities can be carried out for example in form of interviews, questionnaires and studies. The results of these surveys allow the refinement and further development of the regional supporting measures according to the SMEs’ needs. This can be an important instrument for the coordination of the regional innovation supporting infrastructure.

Financing of the regional innovation activities and supporting infrastructure

Innovation financing is crucial for the regional innovation support, for individual innovation projects, and even for products which might become highly profitable at a later stage. Especially the first STRINNOP steps rely on public money as initiator due to the fact that direct, short term economic return on investment is missing in most cases. Finance can be provided in different forms like loans, non refundable grants, or seed capital / venture capital, and be given to different addressees like individual companies, networks of companies, or innovation supporting infrastructure and intermediaries.

Under www.STRINNOP.net you can find more information about the STRINNOP Thematic network, regional Good Practice Cases and regional financing tools of the STRINNOP partner regions.
3.3.3 Adaptation of the ERIK and STRINNOP model

The in chapter 3.2 mentioned model for the start-up process and the above sketched STRINNOP approach can be merged in order to gain an appropriate model for the improvement of the regional start-up support system. Most of the steps of the STRINNOP process remain the same but the content is now focussing on start-up relevant issues. The step “stimulation of innovation activities” has to be substituted by “awareness raising and entrepreneurial education” and the step “implementation of firms’ innovation activities” will be substituted and more detailed by the 4 steps “Feasibility of start-up – preparation of foundation – foundation of the company – support of start-ups”. The accompanying activities are “Coordination, monitoring and evaluation of services according regional start-up strategy”. 
The merged model is the following:

Figure 3:   The merged approach for improvement of the regional start-up/spin-off support system

One of the most crucial issues for the success of the regional start-up/spin-off support measures and the establishment of an effective regional start-up/spin-off support system is according the majority of the experts the existence of a start-up/spin-off strategy with the involvement of the most relevant regional actors and service providers.

The strategy has to be based on an in-depth analyses of the needs and offered services with respect to start-up/spin-off support in order to have the necessary transparency about the needs and the services as well as about the existing gaps or quality problems in the regional service portfolio for start-up/spin-off support.

Formal and consequent in-process monitoring and ex-post evaluation of the provided services (satisfaction of customers, impact of the services on the start-up/spin-off and the region etc.) is necessary to gain insight in further improvement potentials of the provided start-up/spin-off service portfolio. A permanent communication platform for continuous exchange among the service providers and the responsible persons for the regional innovation oriented start-up/spin-off policy should complement the monitoring and evaluation procedures.

For an efficient start-up/spin-off support system the following rules should be fulfilled according the experts and RPIA managers from the study visit:

· The region has clear aims for their regional start-up/spin-off support activities.

· The transparency of the quantity and quality of the currently offered start-up/spin-off services is sufficient for potential customers, service providers and the regional government.

· The needs of the target group (potential and young entrepreneurs are sufficiently transparent.

· The (mis)match between needs and offered services as well as resulting gaps in the service portfolio for the support of the whole start-up/spin-off process are known.

· The offered service portfolio is a mixture of different types: professional services, infrastructure and incubating, finance and networking.

· Single support tools are flexible enough to cope with the high probability of rapid changes during the start-up/spin-off process.

· There is a Regional Start-up/spin-off Strategy which is acknowledged by the relevant regional service providers and actors.

· There is a strong management and coordination of the start-up/spin-off support system and the linked activities (incl. RPIA actions) with clear responsibilities, a pro-active approach and sufficient political backing.

· The results of the provided services with impact on the supported new entrepreneurs and with effects on the region are known and used as input for further improvement of the regional service portfolio and infrastructure.

4 Recommendations for the next structural funds period

The participants of the study visit have pointed out that the innovative actions of the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) are an appropriate framework for testing new tools in the field of innovation support.

The European Commission will not continue with the Innovative Actions, but will integrate experimental actions in the operational programmes of the Structural Funds for the next period 2007 to 2013 as Joaquim Silva Rodrigues as representative of the European Commission, DG Regional Policy, has explained at the study visit.

Regions that are going to test such experimental actions in the field of start-up support should be aware of the above mentioned success factors and barriers for the conceptual design and the operation of these experimental actions. The proposed model for the improvement of a regional start-up/spin-off support system can be a guideline for the description of the current regional situation and for the identification of the priority (experimental) actions in the region with respect to innovation oriented start-up/spin-off support. 

Of course innovative actions and in future the experimental actions are dealing with novelties (at least for the applying region) and thus the risk of failure of the action is higher than for other already tested support tools. Nevertheless the regions should avoid risks at any costs and should be aware of the degree of risk. Therefore it is necessary to pre-assess the expected benefit of the respective experimental action. The potential benefit is determined by the expected impact on the start-ups/spin-offs and the region and by the probability of failure of the action. In the case of start-up/spin-off support the imponderability of the start-up/spin-off process has beside other facts also influence on the probability of failure. If the respective region is going to apply the proposed model for the improvement of a regional start-up/spin-off support system the responsible organisations will have sufficient information and therefore be able to do this pre-evaluation in an adequate way. The risk can be considered as ratio of the expected benefit to the costs of the experimental action and can be taken as an indicator whether it is worth to run the respective action.

As already pointed out it is of utmost importance to manage experimental actions in the field of start-up/spin-off support very flexible and to react on sudden changes immediately. Thus in process monitoring of experimental start-up/spin-off support actions is a crucial part of the management with high influence on the success of the experimental action. 
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