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Caught Between Metropolises: The Smart  

Specialisation Challenge in Poland’s Lubusz Region 

Tymon Ostrouch 

University of Zielona Góra, Institute of Economics and Finance, Department of Regional Policy; tymon.ostrouch@uz.zgora.pl 

Abstract: This study examines the relevance of Smart Specialisation Strategies (RIS3) in structurally weak but 
non-peripheral regions, focusing on Lubusz Voivodeship in western Poland. The analysis uses employment data 
from 2009 and 2021 and applies the Location Quotient (LQ) method to evaluate the alignment between the re-
gion’s economic structure and its three RIS3 domains: Innovative Industry, Health and Quality of Life, and 
Green Economy. The findings indicate increased specialisation in metal fabrication and social services, suggest-
ing partial validation of the adopted priorities. In contrast, some traditional manufacturing sectors experienced 
decline, while green economy areas showed limited growth. These results highlight the need for more adaptive, 
place-sensitive RIS3 frameworks, particularly in regions with institutional fragmentation and limited absorptive 
capacity. The case of Lubusz illustrates broader challenges in applying innovation policy within structurally 
constrained environments. 

Keywords: smart specialisation; structurally weak regions; location quotient; regional innovation policy; Lubusz 
Voivodeship 
 

1. Introduction 

The European Union’s Smart Specialisation Strategy (RIS3) has become a cornerstone of cohe-
sion policy, aiming to foster innovation-driven development by aligning regional potential with tar-
geted investments. Central to this approach is the assumption that regions, regardless of their devel-
opment level, possess unique strengths that can be unlocked through place-based, evidence-driven 
strategies. However, the effectiveness of RIS3 largely depends on how well the selected specialisa-
tions correspond to the socio-economic realities and structural conditions of a given region. 

This article focuses on the Lubusz Voivodeship (Lubuskie) in western Poland — a region that, 
despite its location at the heart of the European Union and along major transport corridors, struggles 
with limited innovation capacity, institutional fragmentation, and a dispersed urban system. Build-
ing on the typological insights from ESPON and recent cohesion literature, Lubuskie is conceptual-
ised here as a Structurally Weak but Non-Peripheral Region: a territory that is geographically central, 
yet structurally marginalised in terms of economic dynamism and absorptive capacity. 

Such regions are not unique. Across the EU, there exists a broad category of structurally weak 
but strategically located territories that are often overlooked by cohesion and innovation policy 
frameworks. Examples include Mecklenburg-Vorpommern in Germany, Molise in Italy, Limousin in 
France, or the Świętokrzyskie and Opolskie Voivodeships in Poland. Despite their proximity to major 
economic centres, these regions lack strong metropolitan anchors and face challenges in converting 
spatial advantage into development momentum 

This analytical framing provides a critical lens through which to evaluate the region’s RIS3 
choices. In structurally weak regions, the adoption of innovation priorities may be driven more by 
external expectations or aspirational policy goals than by endogenous economic specialisation. As 
such, there is a heightened risk of strategic misalignment between RIS3 documents and the actual 
composition of the regional economy. 

To examine this hypothesis, the article applies a methodology adapted from Kudełko, Żmija, 
and Żmija [1], which involves analysing changes in the regional employment structure using the Lo-
cation Quotient (LQ) method. Employment data from two points in time — 2009 (pre-RIS3) and 
2021— are used to assess whether the selected smart specialisations have a genuine economic base 
and whether their position has strengthened or weakened over time. 
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By focusing on a region that does not neatly fit into core-periphery models and is often over-
looked in cohesion debates, this study seeks to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of RIS3 
applicability in fragmented and structurally constrained environments. Moreover, the findings may 
prove relevant for policymakers and scholars interested in the development of similar structurally 
weak but non-peripheral regions across Europe, where the place-based logic of innovation policy 
must be reconciled with limited regional capacity. 

The central research question addressed in this article is: To what extent do the RIS3 priorities 
in the Lubusz Voivodeship reflect the actual structure and dynamics of its regional economy? The 
article is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews the relevant literature and conceptual framework. 
Section 3 presents the methodology and data sources. Section 4 provides a regional profile of Lubus-
kie. Section 5 presents the results of the LQ analysis. Section 6 discusses the findings, and Section 7 
concludes with policy implications and recommendations for future research. 

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Smart Specialisation Strategies (RIS3) and the Place-Based Approach 

The Smart Specialisation Strategy (RIS3) emerged from the European Commission’s commit-
ment to foster regional innovation through place-based, evidence-driven development. RIS3 encour-
ages regions to identify priority areas where they have a competitive advantage and to channel public 
investments accordingly. The conceptual foundation of RIS3 draws on the work of Foray et al. [2] and 
the Barca Report [3], emphasizing endogenous development, stakeholder participation, and entre-
preneurial discovery. While widely adopted in EU cohesion policy, RIS3 has also been critiqued for 
favoring more developed or institutionally mature regions, which are better equipped to implement 
complex innovation policies. 

Critics point out that lagging or structurally weaker regions often lack the institutional capacity, 
entrepreneurial base, and innovation networks necessary to operationalize RIS3 effectively. As a re-
sult, the strategy may unintentionally reinforce existing territorial disparities rather than alleviate 
them [4–6]. 

2.2. Typologies of European Regions: Core–Periphery and Beyond 

Traditional regional typologies, such as the core–periphery model, distinguish between high-
performing metropolitan centers and economically weaker peripheral areas. However, recent litera-
ture [7–10] has identified a growing number of regions that do not fit neatly into these categories. 
These territories often suffer from inadequate infrastructure, fragmented governance, and limited 
institutional capacity—despite being geographically close to economic cores. They typically fall out-
side the scope of both metropolitan-focused policies and those designed for peripheral areas, leading 
to their systematic neglect in regional development strategies. Examples of such regions in Europe 
include border areas in northeastern Germany, parts of central Italy, eastern France, and—within 
Poland—the Lubusz Voivodeship. 

Analyses by ESPON [7,8] indicate that categories such as inner peripheries and sideways inno-
vation-poor regions encompass a significant number of NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 territories in Central 
and Eastern Europe. These regions are characterised by low infrastructure accessibility, weak inte-
gration into national innovation networks, and dispersed settlement patterns. Similarly, the OECD 
[9] introduces the concept of non-core or near-core peripheral regions, highlighting the risk of wid-
ening spatial inequalities within these “in-between” territorial types. 

2.3. The RIS3 Challenge in Structurally Constrained Regions 

Empirical studies on RIS3 implementation in less-developed regions [11,12] highlight the diffi-
culties of aligning innovation strategies with actual economic and institutional capacities. Structur-
ally weak regions face barriers such as limited stakeholder engagement, insufficient data, and aspi-
rational policy design that often lacks empirical grounding. This raises the question of whether RIS3 
can truly function as a place-based policy when the place in question lacks the necessary foundations 
for discovery and specialisation. 

In many such regions, entrepreneurial discovery processes are hampered by fragmented gov-
ernance, a weak innovation culture, and a lack of intermediary institutions capable of facilitating 
coordinated action. The strategic documents that emerge often mirror national or global trends rather 
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than local realities, resulting in “copy–paste” specialisation domains with little endogenous basis. 
Moreover, limited absorptive capacity restricts the region’s ability to benefit from knowledge spillo-
vers, further weakening RIS3’s transformative potential. 

In this context, the challenge lies not only in designing smart specialisation strategies, but in 
making them feasible within structurally constrained environments. As recent literature suggests, 
RIS3 needs to be rethought for these regions—not as a standardised framework, but as a flexible, 
capacity-building tool that integrates both local limitations and opportunities for external support 
and cross-regional collaboration [13,14]. 

2.4. Research Gap and Theoretical Anchoring 

Despite the strategic importance of RIS3, relatively little attention has been paid to how smart 
specialisation strategies operate in structurally weak but non-peripheral regions. The case of Lubus-
kie offers an opportunity to explore this gap, combining a theoretical framing grounded in regional 
typologies with a quantitative evaluation of sectoral employment patterns. By adapting the LQ-based 
approach proposed by Kudełko et al. [1], this study aims to assess whether the RIS3 priorities adopted 
by Lubuskie reflect its real economic structure — and what this implies for other similarly positioned 
regions in the EU. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Objective and Strategy 

The aim of this study is to assess the extent to which the smart specialisation priorities (RIS3) 
adopted in the Lubusz Voivodeship correspond to the actual economic structure of the region. The 
analysis adopts a comparative, quantitative approach based on employment data from 2009 (pre-
RIS3) and 2021 (the latest available year). The year 2009 was selected as the baseline due to the intro-
duction of the PKD 2007 classification and the absence of RIS3 influence. The year 2021 was selected 
as the latest point of reference due to a fundamental methodological change in Polish employment 
statistics after that year. Starting from 2022, employment data are derived from administrative 
sources, include all business entities regardless of size, and are aggregated by place of residence ra-
ther than workplace location. This change makes post-2021 data incomparable with the 2009 baseline 
based on the Z-06 survey. Consequently, 2021 is the most recent year that allows for fully consistent 
comparison with the pre-RIS3 period. 

An initial analysis of regional economic potential identified five key technological and service 
areas. However, a broad consultation process with stakeholders led to the narrowing of priorities to 
three Smart Specialisation Areas. This decision reflected the need for resource concentration, recog-
nition of sectoral diversification, and alignment with European Commission guidelines [15]. 

As a result, the Lubusz Voivodeship formally adopted three specialisations: Innovative Indus-
try, Health and Quality of Life, and Green Economy, designed to integrate related sectors and pro-
mote inter-sectoral cooperation. 

3.2. Data Sources and Sectoral Classification 

The analysis is based on employment data from the Central Statistical Office of Poland (GUS), 
specifically drawn from the Z-06 statistical report on employment by sector. The data is aggregated 
at the 2-digit level of the Polish Classification of Activities (PKD 2007), which is compatible with the 
European NACE Rev.2 standard. This level of aggregation allows for sufficient sectoral detail while 
maintaining comparability across time periods. National-level data is used as a reference point to 
compute relative specialisation for the Lubusz region. 

3.3. Analytical Method: Location Quotient (LQ) 

The Location Quotient (LQ) is a standard tool for identifying relative sectoral specialisation 
within a given region. The LQ for sector i is calculated as follows: 

��� = ������ � ÷ �
��

�
 � 

where: 

• ���—number of employees in sector i in the Lubusz Voivodeship 
• ��– total number of employees in the Lubusz Voivodeship; 
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• ��
—number of employees in sector i in Poland; 
• �
—total number of employees in Poland; 

An LQ > 1 indicates that the sector is more concentrated in the region than in the country as a 
whole. In regional innovation analysis, LQ thresholds of 1.25–1.30 are often used to identify strong 
or emerging specialisations [1,9]. 

3.4. Operationalisation and Limitations 

The analysis compares LQ values across the two reference years to determine whether regional 
specialisation in RIS3 sectors has strengthened, weakened, or remained stable. Only those sectors for 
which comparable data exist for both years are considered. It is acknowledged that employment data 
alone cannot capture all dimensions of innovation potential (e.g., R&D expenditure, patent activity, 
firm creation), but it serves as a reliable proxy for structural economic alignment. 

Possible limitations include changes in sector classification over time, potential data inconsist-
encies, and the challenge of interpreting borderline LQ values (i.e., between 1.15 and 1.30). These are 
mitigated by applying consistent classification and cross-checking aggregated sectoral trends. 

4. Regional Context: Lubuskie as a Structurally Weak but Non-Peripheral Region 

4.1. Geographical and Institutional Fragmentation 

One of the defining characteristics of the Lubuskie Voivodeship is its fragmented territorial and 
institutional structure. Unlike most Polish regions, Lubuskie does not have a single dominant re-
gional capital but is instead administered jointly by two cities—Zielona Góra and Gorzów Wielko-
polski. This dual-capital arrangement, rooted in the administrative reform of 1999 and designed as a 
political compromise, has led to a bifurcation of regional governance and a dispersed identity. 

Instead of functioning as a unified urban core, the two cities often operate in parallel, reflecting 
their distinct administrative roles and institutional mandates. While Zielona Góra serves as the seat 
of the regional self-government and Gorzów Wielkopolski hosts the voivode’s office, the absence of 
a joint strategic platform between them limits opportunities for integrated planning and coordinated 
regional development. This functional separation weakens the region’s ability to consolidate political 
will and articulate a coherent territorial vision. As a result, Lubuskie lacks the metropolitan cohesion 
found in regions with a single strong urban centre, such as Wrocław in Lower Silesia or Poznań in 
Greater Poland. 

This fragmentation has far-reaching implications. First, it limits the agglomeration economies 
that could otherwise support innovation-driven growth. Second, it dilutes the region’s bargaining 
power in national and EU-level negotiations, weakening its visibility and strategic positioning. Third, 
it complicates the formation of innovation ecosystems, which typically rely on concentrated 
knowledge institutions, networks of firms, and regional leadership. 

In the context of RIS3, these institutional divisions create additional barriers to effective stake-
holder mobilisation, entrepreneurial discovery, and strategic policy alignment. The absence of a uni-
fied regional centre makes it difficult to anchor innovation strategies in a clear territorial narrative, 
resulting in a fragmented implementation framework that struggles to deliver transformative out-
comes. 

4.2. Lubuskie in the National and Macro-Regional Landscape 

The spatial position of Lubuskie within Poland places it between two of the country’s most dy-
namic and institutionally mature regions: Lower Silesia to the south and Greater Poland to the east. 
These neighbouring voivodeships are home to major urban centres—Wrocław and Poznań respec-
tively—which serve as national hubs of innovation, higher education, and economic development. 
In contrast, Lubuskie lacks a comparable urban engine, which limits its competitiveness and ability 
to attract investment, talent, and political attention. 

This intermediary position creates a structural disadvantage. Lubuskie is not peripheral in a ge-
ographical sense—it lies close to the German border and along trans-European transport corridors. 
Yet, it is functionally peripheral in terms of economic integration and institutional influence. The 
region frequently loses out in interregional competition for EU funding [16], foreign direct invest-
ment [17], and skilled labour [18]. Its proximity to stronger neighbours often results in a leakage of 
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resources and a shadowing effect, where regional initiatives are overshadowed by those of more 
prominent actors. 

The consequence is a form of “territorial liminality”: Lubuskie is neither part of the economic 
core nor does it benefit from the compensatory focus typically directed at peripheral regions. This 
position in-between makes it difficult to define a clear developmental path, particularly in the context 
of strategies like RIS3 that rely on region-specific strengths and stakeholder coordination. The re-
gion’s hybrid status—central in space but marginal in function—exemplifies the challenges faced by 
structurally weak but non-peripheral regions across Europe. 

4.3. ESPON Classifications and Territorial Typologies 

Recent ESPON studies have shed new light on the diversity of regional development trajectories 
across Europe, challenging the traditional dichotomy between core and peripheral regions [19]. 
Within this evolving typological landscape, the Lubuskie Voivodeship has emerged as a notable ex-
ample of a structurally weak but non-peripheral region—an area located close to economic cores but 
lacking the institutional and economic density required to fully participate in innovation-driven 
growth. 

According to the ESPON (2021) classification on regional innovation readiness, Lubuskie is in-
ternally divided between two categories. The northern part, centred around Gorzów Wielkopolski, 
is labelled as a “Sideways Innovation-Poor Region” [20]. This category includes areas that are not 
entirely disconnected from innovation networks but remain weakly integrated into national or Euro-
pean innovation systems. Their capacity to mobilise stakeholders and implement smart specialisation 
strategies is considered marginal. 

Meanwhile, the southern subregion, with Zielona Góra as its main urban node, is classified as 
“Not an IP Region”—meaning it does not actively participate in or benefit from smart specialisation 
processes. This typology points to very low levels of institutional engagement, innovation capacity, 
and strategic integration with RIS3 policy mechanisms. 

These designations reflect more than just quantitative differences in innovation outputs. They 
reveal structural issues such as fragmented governance, lack of interregional coordination, and min-
imal anchoring in broader knowledge-based networks. Moreover, the internal divide within the re-
gion echoes the broader duality of Lubuskie’s territorial organisation, reinforcing the sense of strate-
gic incoherence. 

Importantly, these findings suggest that RIS3 implementation in such regions cannot rely on 
standardised frameworks. Instead, it requires adaptive, territorially sensitive approaches that take 
into account the region’s hybrid typology and institutional asymmetries. 

4.4. Initial Conditions for RIS3 Implementation 

The starting conditions for implementing smart specialisation strategies in Lubuskie are shaped 
by a combination of structural constraints and institutional fragmentation. As discussed in previous 
sections, the region lacks a consolidated metropolitan centre, exhibits internal functional divisions, 
and suffers from low integration into national and European innovation networks. 

Institutionally, the region demonstrates weak capacity for strategic coordination. Although sev-
eral actors are formally involved in the RIS3 process—such as regional government departments, 
business support organisations, and academic institutions—their collaboration remains limited in 
scope and often project-driven rather than systemic. The entrepreneurial discovery process (EDP), a 
cornerstone of RIS3 design, has struggled to gain traction due to limited stakeholder mobilisation, 
insufficient analytical capacity, and the absence of stable intermediary platforms that could facilitate 
ongoing dialogue between public, private, and research sectors. 

Data from national and European sources also indicate that Lubuskie lags behind in terms of 
innovation inputs. The region’s R&D expenditure is among the lowest in Poland, both in absolute 
terms and as a share of GDP [21]. Similarly, the number of patent applications, innovation-active 
firms, and participation in EU innovation programmes is relatively low compared to the national 
average [22]. These indicators suggest that RIS3 in Lubuskie must contend not only with structural 
underdevelopment but also with a fragile ecosystem for knowledge generation and diffusion. 

Moreover, the fragmented governance structure—in part a consequence of the dual-capital ar-
rangement—further complicates policy implementation. Competing local priorities, limited inter-
municipal cooperation, and low political continuity have all hindered the development of a coherent 
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innovation vision. As a result, the region entered the RIS3 cycle without the institutional foundations 
that would enable it to treat smart specialisation as a transformative agenda rather than a compliance-
driven exercise. 

This context must be fully acknowledged when evaluating the actual alignment between the 
region’s RIS3 priorities and its economic base. It also reinforces the broader argument that structur-
ally weak but non-peripheral regions require tailored policy approaches that move beyond the formal 
frameworks of RIS3 and into long-term capacity-building efforts. 

5. Results 

5.1. Overview of LQ Dynamics, 2009–2021 

Table 1 below presents the computed Location Quotients (LQ) for each two-digit PKD sector in 
Lubuskie in 2009 and 2021, together with the change (ΔLQ = LQ₍₂₀₂₁₎—LQ₍₂₀₀₉₎). A value LQ > 1 indi-
cates a sector relatively more concentrated in Lubuskie than in Poland as a whole; ΔLQ > 0 signals a 
strengthening of that concentration over the 12-year period. 

Table 1. LQ 2009, LQ 2021 and ΔLQ for Lubuskie by PKD (selected sectors) 1. 

PKD  

(2-digit) 
Sector description LQ 2009 LQ 2021 ΔLQ 

C.13 Textile manufacturing 1.78 1.66 –0.12 
C.15 Leather and related products 3.22 3.34 +0.12 
C.16 Wood products 3.15 2.93 –0.22 
C.17 Paper and paper products 2.11 2.29 +0.18 
C.25 Fabricated metal products (excl. machinery) 0.14 1.52 +1.38 
C.26 Computer, electronic and optical products 2.57 2.23 –0.34 
C.28 Machinery and equipment n.e.c. 1.04 1.18 +0.14 
C.29 Motor vehicles, trailers and semi-trailers 3.16 2.30 –0.85 
C.31 Furniture 1.63 1.91 +0.28 
D.35 Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 0.42 0.16 –0.27 
E.36 Water collection, treatment and supply 1.65 1.68 +0.03 
E.38 Waste treatment and disposal, materials recovery 0.87 0.89 +0.02 

J.62 
Computer programming, consultancy and related activi-

ties 
0.46 0.26 –0.20 

Q.86 Human health activities 0.93 0.83 –0.10 
Q.87 Residential care activities 1.37 1.52 +0.14 
Q.88 Social work activities without accommodation 0.13 1.41 +1.28 

1 Full list in Appendix A. 

5.2. Pre-RIS3 Specialisations (LQ 2009) 

In 2009, several sectors already exhibited strong regional concentration (LQ ≥ 1.25), notably: 

• C.15 (Leather and related products): LQ = 3.22; 
• C.16 (Wood products): LQ = 3.15; 
• C.17 (Paper products): LQ = 2.11; 
• C.29 (Motor vehicles): LQ = 3.16; 
• C.26 (Electronics): LQ = 2.57. 

These high initial LQ values indicate that, prior to the formal launch of RIS3, the Lubuskie econ-
omy was already structurally oriented towards manufacturing, especially of wood, leather, paper 
and transport equipment. 

5.3. Post-RIS3 Dynamics (LQ 2021) 

By 2021, the pattern of regional specialisation had shifted: 
Newly emergent strengths (LQ₍₂₀₂₁₎ ≥ 1.25 but ΔLQ > 0): 

• C.25 (Fabricated metal products): LQ rose from 0.14 to 1.52 (+1.38); 
• Q.88 (Social work w/o accommodation): LQ rose from 0.13 to 1.41 (+1.28). 
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Consolidated manufacturing leaders (LQ ≥ 1.25 despite small ΔLQ): 

• C.15, C.29, C.17 remain well above 1.25, reflecting stable industrial core sectors. 

Declining or de-specialised sectors (ΔLQ < –0.20): 

• C.29 (Motor vehicles): –0.85; 
• C.16 (Wood products): –0.22; 
• D.35 (Energy supply): –0.27. 

Thus, while traditional manufacturing sectors retain their relative weight, there has been pro-
nounced growth in metal fabrication (C.25) and—notably—social work services (Q.88), the latter pre-
viously absent as a regional specialisation in 2009. 

5.4. Alignment with RIS3 Priorities 

Lubuskie’s three RIS3 priority domains are: 
1. Innovative Industry (e.g., C.25, C.28); 
2. Health and Quality of Life (e.g., Q.86–Q.88); 
3. Green Economy (e.g., E.36, E.38). 

Our LQ dynamics reveal: 
Partial validation of “Innovative Industry”: 

• C.25 and C.28 gained concentration, but C.26 and C.29 weakened. 

Strong evidence supporting “Health and Quality of Life”: 

• Particularly Q.88, which saw one of the largest ΔLQ increases (+1.28). 

Modest growth in “Green Economy” sectors (e.g., E.36: +0.03; E.38: +0.02), suggesting further 
policy focus may be needed. 

Overall, the dynamic LQ analysis confirms that two of the three RIS3 domains—metal fabrica-
tion and social services—have indeed strengthened their regional foothold, while other manufactur-
ing and green sectors show mixed or limited gains. 

5.5. Dynamic Consolidation of Specialisations 

Finally, the number of sectors with LQ ≥ 1.25 increased from five in 2009 to seven in 2021, indi-
cating a modest consolidation of regional specialisations. This trend reflects a gradual strengthening 
of both established industrial sectors and emerging service-oriented specialisations. However, the 
simultaneous decline of certain legacy industries (wood products, motor vehicles) underscores the 
need for continuous policy adaptation to support a balanced, innovation-driven specialisation mix.  

Table 1 and the accompanying analysis provide a clear, self-contained picture of how Lubuskie’s 
economic structure has evolved over the RIS3 period and how this evolution maps onto the region’s 
officially adopted smart specialisation priorities. These findings serve as the empirical basis for the 
subsequent discussion on the adequacy of RIS3 strategies in structurally weak but non-peripheral 
regions (Section 6). 

6. Discussion and Implications for RIS3 Design and Implementation 

The full complexity of Lubuskie’s evolving economic structure was assessed by calculating Lo-
cation Quotients for each two-digit PKD sector (Table 1), which enabled the identification of both 
established and transitional industrial niches. For clarity, the relevant sectors were subsequently 
grouped into three smart specialisation domains, as outlined in Annex 2 of the RIS3 Lubuskie strategy 
(2019) [23]: Innovative Industry (C.25, C.28), Health & Quality of Life (Q.86–Q.88), and Green Econ-
omy (E.36, E.38). Figure 1 displays the average LQ for each domain in 2009 and 2021, clearly showing 
strong increases in Innovative Industry and Health & Quality of Life alongside only modest gains in 
the Green Economy. This visual summary not only confirms the alignment of emergent regional 
strengths with the strategic priorities, but also highlights where further policy support—for example, 
to boost green innovation—may be required. 
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Figure 1. Average Location Quotient (LQ) by Smart Specialisation Domain in Lubuskie, 2009 vs 2021. Source: 
Author’s own elaboration based on GUS Z-06 data. 

6.1. Adequacy of RIS3 Priorities Relative to the Region’s Structure. 

The LQ analysis has revealed that the priorities set out in the Lubuskie RIS3 strategy largely 
reflect the region’s actual economic potential and assets. The “Innovative Industry” domain—em-
bodied, for example, by sectors C.25 and C.28—gained in relative importance between 2009 and 2021, 
confirming the soundness of this choice of specialisations. At the same time, the sustained high con-
centration in sectors C.15, C.17 and C.29 indicates that traditional manufacturing remains a key pillar 
of the local economy. Meanwhile, the “Health and Quality of Life” domain has been strengthened 
primarily by social work services (Q.88), which, although not recognised as a specialisation in 2009, 
have become one of the fastest-growing fields. By contrast, the “Green Economy” showed only mod-
est growth (E.36, E.38), suggesting the need to bolster instruments that support green innovation and 
ecological transformation. 

6.2. Mechanisms Strengthening New and Traditional Specialisations 

The transformation observed in the metal fabrication sector (C.25) can be attributed primarily to 
targeted support for SMEs under the Lubuskie Regional Operational Programme, which enabled in-
vestments in precision metalworking technologies. Rising demand for industrial components further 
reinforced this sector’s market position, translating into a significant increase in its LQ—from 0.14 in 
2009 to 1.52 in 2021. 

However, the most dramatic growth occurred in social work activities without accommodation 
(Q.88), where LQ climbed from 0.13 to 1.41. In addition to the expansion of NGO networks and mu-
nicipal support programs for socially excluded groups, the decisive factor was the explicit inclusion 
of this field in both the Lubuskie 2030 Development Strategy and the ex-ante evaluation of RPO WL 
2021–2027. By prioritizing social inclusion, the region launched dedicated grant calls and streamlined 
funding access for day-service centers, social counselling, and reintegration programs—greatly ac-
celerating the sector’s development. 

At the same time, a weakening of traditional industries, notably wood products (C.16) and motor 
vehicles (C.29), is observed., which lost 0.22 and 0.85 LQ points, respectively. These declines point to 
barriers in modernizing machinery, limited access to advanced technologies, and intense global com-
petition. The misalignment of support instruments with these industries’ specific needs has ham-
pered their ability to maintain previously strong regional concentrations. 

By combining these insights—the successes of C.25 and Q.88 alongside the challenges faced by 
C.16 and C.29— a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms is gained that are reinforcing 
emerging specialisations while constraining legacy sectors. 
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6.3. Implementation Barriers and Policy Gaps 

While regional structures such as the Western Poland Horizon Europe Contact Point and indi-
vidual grant schemes suggest some level of coordination, no systematic evaluation has yet been con-
ducted in Lubuskie regarding the effectiveness of cooperation between RPO managing bodies, Hori-
zon Europe actors, and national innovation programmes. The European Parliament’s 2025 study 
highlights that, despite formal procedures for pooling ROP and Horizon funds, genuine inter-insti-
tutional coordination often remains weak, and the Commission’s 2022 guidance on “Synergies be-
tween Horizon Europe and ERDF programmes” warns that without close cooperation between co-
hesion fund managers and research programme bodies, priorities can become misaligned and activ-
ities may be duplicated. 

Assuming these general findings apply to Lubuskie, it would be prudent to strengthen coordi-
nation mechanisms—for example, by establishing joint planning platforms between the Marshal’s 
Office departments and research institutions, or by deploying enhanced project-synergy monitoring 
tools. Such measures could reduce fragmentation of support and improve the efficiency of fund allo-
cation toward targeted smart specialisations. 

At the same time, the ex-ante evaluation of Lubuskie’s RPO 2021–2027 notes that only a small 
share of ERDF-funded operations involve substantial R&D in the green economy, with most support 
directed to technical assistance (e.g., energy audits or project documentation) (RPO WL Ex-ante Eval-
uation 2021–2027). This suggests that local universities and research centres are not sufficiently en-
gaged in green innovation initiatives, limiting the region’s capacity to generate breakthrough ecolog-
ical solutions. Strengthening their involvement through dedicated calls for green R&D projects and 
formalised partnerships could accelerate progress in renewable energy, water management and cir-
cular-economy technologies. 

6.4. Recommendations for Structurally Weak but Non-Peripheral Regions 

Based on the above findings, it is advisable to undertake regular RIS3 priority reviews every 
three to four years, enabling flexible responses to emerging high-growth potential sectors such as 
social services [24]. 

Moreover, scaling up support for the green economy through dedicated clusters, grants, and 
incubator programmes for startups in renewable energy, water management, and the bioeconomy is 
essential [25]. 

Finally, strengthening public-private partnerships and deepening linkages among regional au-
thorities, industry, and academia will facilitate more effective knowledge and technology transfer, in 
line with the pivotal role of clusters in building innovative ecosystems [26]. 

6.5. Research Limitations and Further Development Directions 

The cross-sectional description of LQ changes presented here is based on only two time points 
and aggregated at the 2-digit PKD level, which may obscure short-term fluctuations and the specific-
ity of highly specialized niches. Future research would benefit from extending the analysis to include 
firm-level microdata, value-added indicators, and additional years to obtain a more comprehensive 
picture of specialisation evolution. Additionally, case studies of key industrial and service clusters 
could yield deeper insights into the mechanisms of success and implementation barriers. 

7. Conclusions 

7.1. Main Research Findings 

This study has demonstrated that the Lubuskie RIS3 priorities broadly align with the region’s 
underlying economic structure, while also revealing critical mismatches. The Location Quotient anal-
ysis shows that two of the three chosen domains—Innovative Industry and Health & Quality of Life—
have indeed strengthened their foothold between 2009 and 2021. Metal fabrication (C.25) leapt from 
an LQ of 0.14 to 1.52, and social work services without accommodation (Q.88) surged from 0.13 to 
1.41, reflecting both targeted policy support and growing social needs. Traditional manufacturing 
sectors (e.g., leather, paper, motor vehicles) remain important but in some cases have weakened, 
while the Green Economy domain registered only marginal LQ gains (E.36, E.38). Finally, the number 
of strong specialisations (LQ ≥ 1.25) increased from five to seven, indicating a modest consolidation 
of regional strengths—even as legacy industries faced competitive pressures. 
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7.2. Limitations and Further Research Needs 

Several methodological and data constraints temper these conclusions. First, the analysis is 
based on employment data from only two points in time and aggregated at the 2-digit PKD level, 
which may mask short-term fluctuations, intra-sectoral dynamics, and the performance of narrowly 
defined niches. Second, employment shares do not fully capture innovation capacity; indicators such 
as R&D intensity, patent activity or value-added per worker could yield richer insights. Third, the 
study does not directly observe the mechanics of the entrepreneurial discovery process or stakeholder 
engagement—dimensions that qualitative case studies could illuminate. Future research should 
therefore extend the time series (e.g., include 2025–2030 data), incorporate firm-level microdata and 
innovation metrics, and undertake in-depth cluster or policy-process case studies to unpack the driv-
ers of success and the nature of implementation barriers in structurally weak but non-peripheral re-
gions. 

7.3. Recommendations for Regional Policy and RIS3 in “In-Between” Regions 

For regions that are centrally located yet structurally constrained, our findings suggest three key 
adjustments to enhance RIS3 impact: 

1. Dynamic Priority Reviews: Introduce formal RIS3 update cycles every three to four years to in-
corporate emerging high-potential domains—such as social services—and to retire or recalibrate 
underperforming sectors. 

2. Strengthened Green Innovation Instruments: Scale up dedicated support for the Green Economy 
through thematic clusters, R&D co-funding schemes, and incubator programmes targeting re-
newable energy, water management and circular-economy ventures. This should be comple-
mented by calls that explicitly require academic-industry partnerships to activate local research 
capacities. 

3. Enhanced Multi-Level Coordination and Capacity Building: Establish joint planning platforms 
across RPO managing authorities, Horizon Europe intermediaries and national innovation agen-
cies, and invest in intermediary organisations (e.g., technology transfer offices, cluster manag-
ers) to facilitate knowledge exchange. Tailored capacity-building for SMEs and public institu-
tions—covering grant writing, project management and networking—will help “in-between” 
regions overcome institutional fragmentation and better harness cohesion and innovation funds. 

By adopting these measures, structurally weak but non-peripheral regions like Lubuskie can 
more effectively translate their latent assets into sustainable, innovation-driven growth—bridging 
the gap between geographic centrality and economic dynamism. 

Appendix A 

Table A1. Location Quotients (LQ) by PKD Sector in Lubusz Voivodeship: 2009 vs. 2021. 

PKD  

(2-digit) 
Sector description LQ 2009 LQ 2021 ΔLQ 

B (05-09) Mining and quarrying 0,1958 0,0962 -0,0996 
C.13 Textile manufacturing 1,7776 1,6551 -0,1226 
C.15 Leather and related products 3,225 3,3417 0,1167 
C.16 Wood products 3,1484 2,931 -0,2174 
C.17 Paper and paper products 2,1103 2,2888 0,1785 
C.23 Manufacture of other non-metallic mineral products 1,7328 1,4931 -0,2396 
C.25 Fabricated metal products (excl. machinery and equipment) 0,1366 1,5203 1,3837 
C.26 Computer, electronic and optical products 2,5692 2,2328 -0,3364 
C.28 Machinery and equipment n.e.c. 1,0418 1,1805 0,1387 
C.29 Motor vehicles, trailers and semi-trailers 3,1582 2,3045 -0,8537 
C.30 Other transport equipment 0,2781 0 -0,2781 
C.31 Furniture 1,6319 1,9108 0,2789 
C.32 Other manufacturing 0,6951 0,9172 0,2222 
C.33 Repair and installation of machinery and equipment 0,6446 0,4607 -0,1839 
D.35 Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 0,4207 0,1552 -0,2654 
E.36 Water collection, treatment and supply 1,6458 1,6768 0,0311 
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E.37 Sewerage; waste treatment and disposal 1,5379 0 -1,5379 
E.38 Waste collection, treatment and disposal; materials recovery 0,8719 0,8922 0,0203 
E.39 Remediation and other waste management services 0 0 0 
J.62 Computer programming, consultancy and related activities 0,4603 0,2628 -0,1975 
Q.86 Human health activities 0,931 0,8346 -0,0964 
Q.87 Residential care activities 1,3714 1,5156 0,1442 
Q.88 Social work activities without accommodation 0,1309 1,4127 1,2818 
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