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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to examine the role and impact of public governance on
European supranational public policies that seek to foster scientific and economic growth within
innovation ecosystems (IEs) through the PITCCH initiative. The PITCCH is a European innovation
development initiative funded by Horizon 2020 under the ‘Innovation in SMEs’ measure The
research methodology for this study is based on a 10-month real-time ethnographic field study of
the PITCCH project, which allowed for the observation of the project governance and the capture
of the perspectives of innovation-driven small and medium enterprises (i-SMEs) in their
engagement with IE stakeholders. The findings of this research demonstrate the role of public
governance in providing result-oriented practical support to the IE through the lens of i-SMEs, and
they contribute to the existing literature on regional economic growth supported by supranational
public policies. These findings have both academic and practical applications. They enrich the
current literature on this topic and provide insights for policymakers and governing representatives
seeking to implement effective public policies.

Keywords: innovation ecosystem; public policies; public governance; European public initiatives;
innovation-driven SME; sustainable economic development

1. Introduction

It is widely recognized that public governance plays a crucial role in fostering and driving
innovation ecosystems (IEs) by providing necessary infrastructure and resources, promoting
collaboration and partnerships, ensuring fairness and inclusivity, and shaping the direction and focus
of innovation efforts. Within IEs, economic development is driven by innovation-driven small and
medium enterprises (i-SMEs) and entrepreneurs who focus on value creation, innovation, and skills
and capabilities [1-3].

Collaboration between SMEs and large enterprises (LEs) is a key factor in the overall
competitiveness of an industry. This is supported by the fact that, while LEs tend to be more
innovative than SMEs in Europe, the latter make up a significantly larger number. Therefore, SMEs
play a vital role in promoting economic development globally. They create employment
opportunities, produce new goods and services, and have a significant impact on economic growth.
In Europe, there are 23 million small firms that make up 99.8% of non-financial businesses and
account for about two-thirds of all jobs. Due to their size and flexibility, small firms are often key
drivers of innovation as well [4].

This role of SMEs has garnered increasing recognition, leading not only to greater interest from
innovation scholars but also to increased awareness among governments of the need to support the
small business sector through tailored policy measures [5].
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https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202402.0871.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 16 February 2024 doi:10.20944/preprints202402.0871.v1

There is a longstanding issue in Europe of providing sufficient financing to i-SMEs, and
improving the funding available to innovative firms is critical to the EU’s innovation performance
[6]. In addition to financial support, attention to focused funding allocation and result-driven funding
execution in public governance is emerging as a key booster of territorial competitiveness and
economic prosperity. Too often, the focus is more on public policy than public governance. These two
aspects should be differentiated: while public policy refers to actions taken by government and
institutions, public governance encompasses more informal means of supporting entrepreneurs. Both
help provide a stronger foundation for robust entrepreneurial growth by providing official and
community support [7,8].

In this context, tailored entrepreneurial measures are needed to support the evolution and
growth of innovative SMEs. Entrepreneurship public policies are governmental initiatives designed
to influence the formation, viability, and commercial success of new and smaller-scale firms. In most
cases, these initiatives are developed at different governance levels—local, regional, national, and
supranational —so that entrepreneurship policies can better reach small-scale stakeholders at the local
and regional levels [9,10].

Result-oriented governing initiatives are generally seen as increasingly important for
developing entrepreneurship and innovation-related policies [11]. These initiatives can enable firms
to establish or strengthen cooperative ties [12], acquire and improve knowledge and learning
capabilities through external relations [13,14], and contribute to the promotion of entrepreneurship
and venture capital development [15].

The potential role of public policy in supporting the development of innovation ecosystems is
twofold. On the one hand, public policies directly influence the cooperation between firms and
related institutions, and even firms’ cooperative behavior. On the other hand, public policies focus
on creating and consolidating IEs and their smooth functioning [16,17].

This paper aims to understand the role and impact of government initiatives within IEs that
promote the growth of i-SMEs, with a focus on public governance leading to the implementation of
public policies. Specifically, the research investigates the role and impact of public governance in
European supranational public policies that support scientific and economic growth within IEs
through the lens of i-SMEs. To answer the research question, the case of the PITCCH initiative (Grant
agreement ID: 882463) was studied using a comprehensive ethnographic approach. The PITCCH
initiative is a European initiative for the development of innovation financed by Horizon 2020.

2. Literature Review

Corporations are increasingly focusing their innovation efforts on specific locations where
innovation and entrepreneurial activity are particularly high within their technological domain,
leading to the development of innovation ecosystems (IEs). This shift represents a departure from the
traditional model of a single firm bringing breakthrough ideas to the market and instead involves
large enterprises becoming nodes in a larger network [18-20]. Following this trend, the number of
publications aiming to contribute to the IE literature has increased exponentially [21]. The concept of
an IE refers to a network of interconnected firms centered around a focal enterprise or platform and
involves a complex multilevel theoretical framework that highlights the interactive nature of
innovation and the interactions between social and economic agents [18-24].

For the purpose of this paper, in the wake of Panetti’s taxonomy [22], which classifies IEs into
regional, entrepreneurial, university, and smart, the entrepreneurial ecosystem (EE) approach will be
examined. EE refers to “a set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a way that
they enable productive entrepreneurship” [23-26]. This approach emphasizes entrepreneurship as
the primary outcome of the ecosystem and a key driver of its creation and development [21,27-29].
EEs also foster the combination of social, political, economic, and cultural elements within a region
to support the development and growth of innovative start-ups [30,31]. Evolutionary theorist Sidney
G. Winter’s work on the Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change has made important contributions
to the broader understanding of entrepreneurship, linking a firm’s capabilities to a dynamic
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environment [32] and proposing an approach to entrepreneurship that is evolutionary, socially
interactive, knowledge-intensive, and non-linear [30,33-36]

Although the location of an EE is a significant factor [30], the trend toward digital technology
and globalization is thought to be reducing the reliance on physical location [28,37-39]. In particular,
the digitization of business processes allows new ventures to reinvent how they create, capture, and
deliver value [40—42] within an EE, and the openness of digital platforms and the resulting ease of
access to boundary resources reduces the cost of entry for start-ups, enabling more entrepreneurial
experimentation [43,44].

SMEs that are highly innovative often fail to recognize that successful cooperation depends on
factors such as partnership governance and skilled management, and may lack the managerial skills
and experience to establish successful cooperative relationships. In this regard, public support for
innovative activity by easing resource constraints may help promote cooperation [45-47]. Public
programs aimed at stimulating and facilitating entrepreneurial activity are believed to be a key driver
of the growth of major venture markets worldwide [15].

In addition, a public actor can facilitate the emergence of diverse business ecosystems and the
performance of entrepreneurial activity through knowledge recombination and mutation [48],
ultimately supporting the functioning of the wider IE [16].

Evaluations of innovation support programs suggest that public support can positively
influence cooperative behavior through the concept of behavioral additionality [49,50], which refers
to the impact of public policy on internal company processes such as knowledge acquisition, learning
development, R&D management capabilities, competencies, and strategies, including cooperation
strategies [16]. This concept was introduced by Buisseret et al. [51] to describe the change in firms’
behavior as a result of public policy.

Public policy support for SMEs often focuses on reducing fiscal and administrative burdens and
providing financial assistance but may overlook other challenges that SMEs face in their innovation
activities. To compensate for resource constraints, SMEs may adopt open innovation strategies and
engage in collaborative R&D in order to expand their organizational boundaries [5]. Enhancing the
scale and effectiveness of entrepreneurial processes is a key challenge for public policy [52,53].

In the European context, entrepreneurship has played a central role in addressing industrial
weaknesses within the broader EU economy. Experts have emphasized the importance of aligning
incentives and fostering engagement between actors, institutions, and policy settings to facilitate
entrepreneurial search processes [52,54]. Innovation is not solely about generating new ideas, as is
often the focus of science and research policies, but also about effectively utilizing these ideas to
increase competitiveness and address problems or challenges. This problem-solving aspect of
innovation may make it a relevant force for addressing significant social and economic issues that
policymakers care about [55,56].

However, government intervention in the field of innovation may be hampered by two well-
documented problems. First, government programs may allocate funds and support in an
incompetent or even counterproductive manner. Second, the theory of regulatory capture suggests
that private- and public-sector entities may be organized solely to capture direct and indirect
subsidies provided by the public sector, such as programs designed to support nascent entrepreneurs
that instead benefit the cronies of ruling or legislative officials [15,57,58].

A growing literature on outcome-oriented policymaking [10] suggests that evaluations should
focus on outcome and result indicators [10,50,52] and utilize evaluation and monitoring frameworks
[2,59-63] to assess factors that influence the growth of entrepreneurial ecosystems, such as the
number of individual funds assigned and the number of companies participating in the programs
[15].

2.1. The Limitations of the Existing Literature

The existing literature on the role of public governance in supporting the success of public
initiatives is limited and tends to focus more on public policy than public governance. Additionally,
the governance effects on intellectual property-related issues have not received adequate attention in


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202402.0871.v1

Preprints.org (Www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 16 February 2024 doi:10.20944/preprints202402.0871.v1

the literature on public policy, even though these legal aspects can pose challenges for companies
with limited resources in terms of initiating or maintaining collaborations.

Furthermore, the coordination of resources by public governance to support the growth of IEs
through public policy is an area that requires further investigation. While effective resource
coordination can facilitate the building and implementation of collaboration processes, best practices
in this area are not widely shared among scholars and practitioners.

3. Methodology

To address the research question, the authors conducted a 10-month-long, real-time
ethnographic field study of the PITCCH initiative at RINA Consulting (hereafter referred to as RINA-
C). This research site met two specific criteria: first, it was heavily involved in the PITCCH initiative,
as RINA-C is a member of the Consortium implementing a governance approach (as shown in Figure
1); second, in order to provide a comprehensive and holistic understanding of the PITCCH dynamics,
RINA-C was the best location to observe the i-SME perspective and its engagement with all PITCCH
stakeholders. The second author of this paper, an innovation academic researcher, acted as a
participant observer, observing the IE-supporting practices without offering his own opinions or
volunteering his input. By collaborating with RINA-C, the authors were able to meaningfully address
the research question by observing “the world in the world” and recognizing “that this world is not
just what we think about but what we think with” [64].

European Commission - H2020 Research and

PichH Innovation Programme
- Initiative deployment
- Supervision
- Funding
- Technical Report
- EU Programme impact
Large Enterprises PITCCH Consortium Technology Centers
- Sophisticated demand - Process facilitation
- Entrepreneurial capacity | SME scouting - Negotiation - -SME engagement feedback | - Specialized Technical
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Figure 1. PITCCH Innovation Ecosystem.

3.1. Source of Data

The primary source of data for this field research was participant observation and close
interaction with many of the participants in the initiative, including SMEs, consortium members, and
technology providers. The second author of this paper conducted fieldwork at RINA-C from October
2021 to July 2022, spending five days a week on-site. This prolonged firsthand exposure to the
phenomena allowed the researchers to gather accurate and sensitive data through detailed
observation [65]. The intensity of the fieldwork required the researcher to develop social relationships
and maintain credibility with respondents from different organizational levels and functions. In
addition to participant observation, two questionnaires were designed to gather perspectives from i-
SMEs and LEs. The researcher also maintained a diary to take notes and keep a chronological record
of meetings attended (see Table 1). Typical diary entries included the purpose of the meeting, who
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was present, and key points discussed. The diary also acted as a catalog for internal documents (see
Table 2) and recorded audio files from meetings, discussions, and interviews.

Table 1. Meetings attended by the researcher.

Participants Type
EU Project Officer, PITCCH consortium, researcher Ongoing meeting
LEs, PITCCH Consortium, i-SMEs, researcher Corporate challenge final meeting
LEs, PITCCH Consortium, researcher i-SMEs engagement
LEs, PITCCH Consortium, researcher PITCCH operations wrap-up meeting
PITCCH consortium, researcher (every two weeks) Review meeting
PITCCH consortium, researcher Deliverable review
RINA-C (weekly internal meeting), researcher Conversations with informants
i-SMEs, PITCCH Consortium, researcher Plenary session
i-SMEs, PITCCH Consortium, researcher One-to-one session
i-SMEs, PITCCH Consortium, researcher PITCCH day

Table 2. Internal documents consulted by the researcher.

Document Type Source Recipients
Deliverable PITCCH Consortium EU Project Officer
Grant Agreement PITCCH Consortium i-SMEs, Technology centers (TCs)
Customized collaboration agreement LEs i-SMEs, PITCCH Consortium
Project ppt presentation LEs PITCCH Consortium
Pitch day ppt presentations i-SMEs PITCCH Consortium, LEs
Survey to LEs PITCCH Consortium LEs

Survey to i-SMEs PITCCH Consortium i-SMEs

Technical Report PITCCH Consortium EU Project Officer
Third-party Agreement PITCCH Consortium i-SMEs, Technology centers (TCs)

3.2. Data Analysis

The data analysis process was conducted in two stages. During the first stage, the researchers
organized and consolidated the data by sorting it and transcribing audio recordings. They also
labeled and stored the data chronologically in labeled folders. By the end of this process, the
researchers had over 100 pages of data that were analyzed in relation to the chronological sequence
of feedback from PITCCH stakeholders. However, this chronological analysis was not sufficient to
fully answer the research question. Therefore, in the second stage of the analysis, a more analytical
approach was taken, involving both a within-case comparison and a cross-case comparison [65]. This
allowed for a more in-depth examination of the data and its relevance to the research question.

4. PITCCH Project

The PITCCH project was funded as part of the Horizon 2020 program, the largest EU Research
and Innovation program. The project was scheduled to last 36 months, with the research timeframe
occurring between the 20th and 29th month. The main goal of the public initiative was to encourage
collaboration between LEs and i-SMEs through targeted actions, specifically corporate challenges
(CCs). CCs were launched through the PITCCH digital platform, which allowed i-SMEs to submit
their proposals. The goal of the PITCCH digital platform was to create a diverse, non-sectorial
meeting place that focused on specific technologies or sectors but also included the most interesting
initiatives at the European level in areas such as climate, energy, health, and creativity. The PITCCH
digital platform became a hub for LEs, i-SMEs, technology centers (TCs), and Consortium members
from across Europe, with the aim of accelerating the market adoption of advanced technologies
across different sectors and building a Pan-European open innovation network.
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To initiate collaboration between LEs and i-SMEs, the first step of the process involved
identifying LEs with specific technological CCs. The CCs were chosen to ensure the widest
representation of companies across sectors working with advanced technologies and representing
current and future European challenges. The Consortium members launched 16 CCs, inspired by
LEs, to attract i-SMEs with advanced technology-based solutions to submit their ideas. For each CC,
a winning i-SME was selected from an initial pre-selection of candidates; the winning i-SME then
completed a six-month R&D project in cooperation with the LE responsible for the related CC, with
support from consortium members and TCs.

Initially, the plan was to have three waves of challenges, each consisting of five challenges.
However, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, it was possible to reallocate public funds that were
originally earmarked for travel to develop two additional challenges in the first round, bringing the
total number of CCs to 16. Each of the three rounds was handled using three different approaches, as
shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Different approaches to the PITCCH project.

1st Round 2nd Round 3rd round
PITCCH participati
CCH participation €10.000 €10.000 /Il
Funding (*)
€ 25000 € 5.000 + € 10.000 € 5.000 + € 5.000
Winning Funding . (PITCCH Consortium + (PITCCH Consortium
(PITCCH Consortium) o
Grant to TCs) + LEs contributions)
Funding type Lump-sum Lump-sum + Grant Lump-sum

(*) Due to Covid-19 pandemic restrictions, the funding to attend the PITCCH was redistributed over the project.

In the first Round of CCs, a pilot version of the initiative, TCs were not involved as the model
was being tested with the sole participation of the Consortium, which provided brokerage services
to the i-SMEs. In the second round of challenges, TCs were introduced, with roles and services
described in Paragraph 5.1 —"“The PITCCH Innovation Ecosystem.” In this round, a voucher of
€10,000 per CC was made available to the i-SMEs, who were required to request the participation of
at least one TC. In the third round, a mixed modality was adopted, with half of the total budget
(€10,000) provided by the large enterprises (LEs) and the other half by the PITCCH Consortium. In
this case, it was not mandatory to select a TC, but the i-SME could decide autonomously how to
allocate the funds received to solve the CC. During the ten-month study period, the researcher
observed the first round of the challenge until its completion, had a full experience of the second
round, and saw the third round begin. Therefore, the research period allowed the researcher to fully
observe the initiative. The scale and impact of the PITCCH initiative are highlighted in Table 4, which
reports the number of participants for each type of stakeholder.

Table 4. Impact in terms of firms in the PITCCH project.

PITCCH program
participants
i-SMEs (registered on the PITCCH digital platform) 512
i-SMEs (which submitted a proposal to CCs) 92
Technology Centers (TCs) 23
Large Enterprises (LEs) 26
Ecosystem support organizations 28
Government bodies (regional, national public authorities, agencies, 1
associations)
Technology and Services providers (consultancy firms, accelerators, 7

etc.)
Innovation hubs (scientific parks, tech platforms, etc.) 4
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Cluster organizations 4
Enterprise European Network 2
Innovation Challenges (CCs) 16

5. Results and Discussion

A key goal of the PITCCH project was to promote a sustainable European IE that could continue
to create value beyond the end of the project. To achieve this, it was necessary to engage a critical
mass of stakeholders and mobilize key ones within the IE. Figure 1 shows the PITCCH IE, with the
PITCCH Consortium as the central element. The Consortium is responsible for the governance of the
project and all activities aimed at creating innovation and value within PITCCH. It oversees the
management of all tasks throughout the duration of the project, providing the initiative’s added
value. A more detailed description of the Consortium members is provided below.

5.1. The PITCCH Consortium vs. the Role of Public Governance

Figure 1 illustrates the five main stakeholders of the initiative and the five organizations
supporting the PITCCH IE, along with each stakeholder’s comparative advantages in the IE. The
arrows show the assets and resources exchanged between the stakeholders and their relationships.

The role of public governance played by the Consortium is shown by the arrows connecting the
Consortium with other stakeholders such as the European Commission, TCs, i-SMEs, and LEs. The
Consortium provided services such as moderation and training to help i-SMEs effectively present
their solutions to LEs, and translated LE needs into specific technology requirements to streamline
the process for i-SMEs during the pre-selection phase and the initial stages of the six-month project.
The Consortium also played a crucial role in the area of intellectual property rights (IPRs), ensuring
that i-SMEs retained the rights to the solutions they developed for CCs and overseeing the
cooperation agreement process. The Consortium provided Horizon 2020 funding to i-SMEs through
a 3rd Party Agreement, in which the i-SMEs temporarily become part of the Consortium in order to
receive the grant. To track the progress of the projects, the Consortium asked i-SMEs to provide
regular technical reports.

5.2. The Impact of Public Governance in Supporting the IE

This paragraph discusses the impact of public governance in supporting the IE through the five
driving forces that are essential for a thriving IE, i.e., funding, sophisticated demand, human capital,
specialized infrastructure, and culture and incentives [18].

Funding

“Money is not the most important thing. What is more important is to have the opportunity to collaborate
with LE with whom I would never have come in contact otherwise” (source: i-SMEs survey).

PITCCH funding was not provided in a single structure but was rolled out through three rounds,
as shown in Table 3. In the first and second rounds of CCs, funding was provided entirely by the
European Community through the PITCCH Consortium. However, in the third Round of CCs, a
mixed model was adopted, with part of the financing coming directly from the LE that subscribes to
the CC and part coming from public funds. This model was established to evaluate the performance
of the project without public funds, with the goal of building a sustainable Pan-European Innovation
Network that would continue beyond the end of the 36-month project. Some i-SME participants
pointed to financial support as an important factor in increasing participation, but all of them agreed
that the opportunity to directly engage with LEs, share risk, and establish use cases and references
were far more important than funding. However, some i-SMEs noted that the budget was often not
proportional to the effort required for the 6-month project, especially if the solution developed for
the LE was not part of the SME’s core activities. Despite this, most i-SMEs were eager to be part of
the initiative, hoping to attract LEs in the future and valuing the opportunity to explore new
collaboration opportunities. Therefore, the funding approach was designed as an incentive to
promote participation in the program rather than as a financial means to cover all costs for the
innovation project.
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Sophisticated demand

“The application form makes it difficult to understand how to structure the proposal. Thanks to the plenary
and one-to-one sessions set up by the Consortium, we better understood the expected results” (source: i-SMEs
survey).

The CCs were designed to address the most advanced technologies, such as nanotechnology,
micro/nano-electronics, industrial biotechnology, and advanced materials, which span various
business sectors, including digital, industry and space, health, energy and mobility, and bioeconomy.
This technological complexity led to information asymmetries between LEs and i-SMEs, as i-SMEs
often struggled to fully understand the needs of LEs in terms of CC description and expected results.
To address this information gap, the Consortium reviewed the initial CC concept and provided
ongoing support to i-SMEs through various tools, such as plenary and one-to-one catch-up sessions.
The plenary sessions provided general tips and advice for i-SMEs to effectively present their solutions
to target LEs, while the one-to-one sessions focused on individual i-SME presentations.

Specialized infrastructure

“Technology centers (TCs) as facilitators change the tone of the dialogue from B2B pressure to community
collaboration” (source: i-SMEs survey).

Within the PITCCH IE, the main stakeholders are LEs and TCs. During the preliminary stages
of collaboration with LEs, i-SMEs were able to engage with TCs by selecting a suitable TC from a list
on the digital platform. Beginning in the second Round of CCs, i-SMEs benefited from the specialized
infrastructures of TCs thanks to the funds made available by the public initiative. Specifically, in
addition to receiving €5,000 in funding as CC winners, i-SMEs received a voucher/grant of €10,000 to
engage TCs.

TCs acted as facilitators for more structured collaborations between LEs and i-SMEs. In addition
to their role as intermediaries, they supported i-SMEs with access to advanced research infrastructure
and expertise in key enabling and digital technologies, such as solution integration, testing, and
scaling-up pilot lines. By interacting with both LEs and i-SMEs, TCs were able to better interpret the
needs of i-SMEs and translate them into technology requests. Through their engagement, the
Consortium helped i-SMEs bridge the gap between internal and external knowledge and contributed
to the definition of cutting-edge projects that could potentially be translated into competitive
products and services.

Interviews with i-SMEs revealed that they had a positive perception of the presence of TCs, as
they facilitated the interaction with LEs and gave the project a greater sense of collaboration.
However, many i-SMEs preferred a more flexible type of TC engagement that would allow them to
better allocate the received funding to cover the various stages of the innovation process. As a result,
the third round enabled i-SMEs to use the €10,000 grant freely.

Human capital

“Unlike some other challenges 1've faced, this one gave us valuable training and support to pitch our
solution” (source: i-SMEs survey).

The Consortium offered moderation and training services to help i-SME representatives
effectively pitch their solutions to LEs. The training was provided through plenary and one-to-one
sessions with i-SMEs, aimed at sharing best practice techniques for planning, structuring, rehearsing,
and delivering a pitch. In addition, to streamline the process of i-SME pre-selection and the
subsequent 6-month project execution, the LE needs were translated into specific technical
requirements and discussed with i-SMEs.

Culture and incentives

“The PITCCH process is refreshing and straight to the point. It has the advantage that you can easily
judge if it’s your cup of tea” (source: i-SMEs survey).

The Consortium fostered a culture of trust and cooperation by establishing the PITCCH digital
platform as an open hub for information sharing and engagement. This arrangement created a sense
of community within the IE, addressing the common skepticism among i-SMEs that their high-
innovative solutions would not be given a chance and that no resources would be allocated to
developing these new technologies.

In recognition of the role of intellectual property rights (IPRs) as an incentive to participate in
the initiative, the Consortium developed a cooperation agreement process to protect i-SME
proprietary knowledge. This process prevented conflicts between LEs and i-SMEs over IPRs,
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specifically avoiding the scenario in which LEs would demand IPRs without any compensation for
the i-SME. The IPR system created a cultural approach aimed at ensuring the necessary protections
for the i-SMEs to exploit their innovation efforts and investments.

Interviews with i-SMEs emphasized their appreciation of the CC system for participating in the
initiative and confirmed the sense of community facilitated by the mediation of the Consortium,
which reduced the pressure associated with the information-asymmetric interaction with LEs.

6. Conclusions

This ethnographic research provides insights into the role of European supranational public
governance in supporting 1Es through the PITCCH initiative, which is unique due to the active
participation of the Consortium (see Figure 1) in the role of the public governance provider
organization. This study supports Hart’s argument [8] that public governance focuses on informal
ways of supporting the results of public policy, which can provide a stronger foundation for
entrepreneurial growth by providing official and communal support [52]. In the case of the PITCCH
Consortium, it deployed specific comparative advantages to shape the initiative towards a more i-
SME-oriented approach through processes such as facilitation, negotiation, technology advising and
positioning, and moderation and training. Through this governance, the public actor was also able to
indirectly influence the functioning of the wider IE by supporting the performance of entrepreneurial
activity during the innovation challenges of knowledge recombination and mutation. The PITCCH
public initiative was able to test different approaches through the deployment of three Rounds of
CCs and gather feedback from i-SMEs to determine which was the most effective in driving i-SME
engagement. The 1st round was the most appreciated because it provided a higher budget and
greater flexibility for i-SMEs to allocate funds and did not require them to engage in potentially
narrow-scope collaborations with TCs.

The PITCCH public governance also confirms several points in the existing literature about its
role in supporting IE development.

One such point is the use of outcome/results indicators and monitoring and evaluation tools to
effectively address the intentions and objectives of public policy [52]. During the project, the
Consortium collected, analyzed, and elaborated on the outcomes of collaborations between LEs, i-
SMEs, and TCs to address challenges. A Sustainability Plan was drafted at the beginning of the public
initiative and periodically revised and integrated with the results of individual projects. This plan
was shared with the European Commission in order to influence the planning of future initiatives
based on the success or failure of previous ones rather than other political considerations.

Another contribution to the literature is the effect of public innovation support programs on
firms’ cooperative behavior. The PITCCH Sustainability Plan was also designed to capture the non-
tangible and indirect effects on i-SMEs” willingness to cooperate more openly and trustfully.

The PITCCH initiative also supports the existing literature on the knowledge spillovers from the
engagement between LEs and i-SMEs [14,66,67]. Technical reports provided by i-SMEs to the
Consortium at the end of their collaborations with LEs showed that public intervention can increase
learning within IE boundaries by supporting and promoting i-SME innovation efforts.

Furthermore, the PITCCH public governance confirms the importance of addressing intellectual
property (IP) issues in public policy and the role of public governance in facilitating the resolution of
IP-related challenges. The PITCCH initiative provided support to i-SMEs in navigating the IP
landscape and addressing IP-related issues through the provision of IP-related information, IP-
related training, and IP-related services. According to the existing literature, intellectual property
rights (IPR) protection can hinder cooperation between start-ups and competitors, leading to a higher
risk of cooperation failure [16,68,69]. The PITCCH governance implemented a cooperation-
agreement-based IPR system as a cultural approach to protect the innovation efforts of i-SMEs, which
had positive systemic results for the PITCCH IE.

In terms of funding, the literature warns that public policy should not aim to compete with
independent venture funds or substandard finance firms that struggle to secure private capital but
rather should leverage substantial funds from nonpublic sources by emulating successful past
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initiatives [15]. The PITCCH Collaboration Challenges (CCs) faced this limitation in the first two
rounds, where the funding was only publicly sourced, and the program was not attractive to i-SMEs.
The third round partially addressed this issue by providing funding from LEs in addition to public
funding. However, the PITCCH initiative demonstrated that the funds provided by public initiatives
for i-SMEs can create a conducive environment for innovation by allowing i-SMEs to deepen their
technical and market knowledge, gather references, implement use cases, and gain visibility to
identify potential stakeholders for financing the project.

One limitation of the project is the number and diversity of i-SMEs that offered solutions to the
CCs. Some CCs received few i-SME proposals, and among those, some did not align with the
objectives, limiting the LE’s choice of the winning i-SME and the innovation engine itself. In addition,
the IE would have benefited from a more diverse range of i-SMEs. This is supported by the fact that
most of the participating SMEs came from the countries leading the initiative, i.e., the five Consortium
members—Italy, Spain, Germany, Portugal, and the Netherlands—resulting in limited diversity
among the i-SME audience.

In conclusion, this study illustrates the role of European supranational public governance in
supporting the development of IEs through the PITCCH initiative and its efforts to provide result-
driven practical support to i-SMEs. The findings of this research contribute to the existing literature
on regional economic growth supported by supranational public policies and have implications for
policymakers and governing representatives seeking to implement effective public policies.

One limitation of this study is the research timeframe, which was limited to ten months. While
this allowed for a broad view of internal processes and the collection of necessary feedback, it only
provides partial evidence of long-term results. The researchers recognize that the impacts of public
innovation support policies may take time to materialize and may extend beyond the immediate and
short-term innovation effects.
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