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Innovation intermediaries are the public or private organizations that support innovation
activities by facilitating knowledge sharing and collaboration among various stakeholders
in a regional innovation ecosystem (Caloffi et al. 2023, Colovic et al. 2025). They play the
crucialroles in the territorial governance of regional production and innovation activities,
whereby different parties or actors of various natures contribute to working out—
sometimes through discussion, and sometimes through conflict—common projects for
the future development of the territories (Torre 2014, Torre and Traversac, 2021). By
coordinating innovation projects and organizing social events, innovation intermediaries
stimulate technological and market knowledge diffusion while strengthening the ties
among stakeholders of regional innovation ecosystem (Wang and Bourdin, 2024).

Meanwhile, the geographical proximity of stakeholders and the organized proximity in
innovation cooperation affect the business model of innovation intermediaries, in turn,
they play different roles in territorial governance mechanism (Delorme, 2023).
Nonetheless, limited research has been done on how different types of innovation
intermediaries affect regional innovation in the territorial mechanism based on
geographical and organized proximity of stakeholders.

This research studies how different modes of innovation intermediaries affect territorial
governance of regional innovation. Specifically, we focus on two types of public
innovation intermediaries in France - “pbles de compétitivité” (poles) and “filieres
excellence” (filieres). Whereas they both gather multiple stakeholders in the regional
innovation ecosystem that collaborate on common interests, they play different roles in
the territorial governance of regional innovation. The “filieres” are both more territorially
rooted and more focused on connecting local stakeholders on specific sectors. In
contrast, the “pdles" establish cross-sectorial collaborations among stakeholders in
different regions.

In the context of Smart Specialization Strategies (S3) of EU regional policy, both “péles”
and “filieres” leverage technological and institutional tools to support research and
innovation (R&l) grounded on place-based competitive advantages of local stakeholders
of French regions. Meanwhile, the implementation of NOTRe law in France initiated the
decentralization process of French regional innovation ecosystem characterized by
successive mergers of clusters that are located in different regions but share similar
thematic focuses (e.g., AQuamer, Pbles Mer, Valorial...) to enhance their international



visibility. As a result, local authorities now oversee transregional clusters whose
geographical footprint extends beyond the originally intended territorial anchoring of
competitiveness clusters. At the same time, the Strategic Industry Associations (Filieres
Stratégiques d’Excellence), defined by the regions and notably used in the development
of Smart Specialization Strategies (S3), have historically operated under a purely regional
governance model. The need to coordinate these two mechanisms within the S3
framework highlights the importance of clearly distinguishing their differences, especially
in terms of governance, to ensure their effective mobilization by regional authorities.

In this research, we compared the modes and roles of “pbles” and “filieres” in the
territorial governance of regional innovation in Normandy, France. Specifically, we focus
on the geographical location of affiliates (Bourdin and Wang, 2024 ; Speldekamp et al.,
2023), the organizational logic (Polge & Torre, 2017) and their functions in intermediation
(Caloffi et al. 2023; Bourdin et al., 2020) of both types of public innovation intermediaries.
Grounded on proximity theory in territorial governance (Torre & Rallet, 2005), we establish
a conceptual framework on territorial governance in regional innovation. Then, we apply
the grounded theory approach to analyze qualitative data from the survey and interviews
with key stakeholders in the regional innovation ecosystem in Normandy, thus we
compare how these two types of innovation intermediaries balance cooperative and
competitive dynamics in regional innovation (Torre, 2023) and affect the network
structure of partnerships (Niang et al., 2022, Hussler and Hamza-Sfaxi, 2013).

The qualitative data collection consists of a survey regarding the innovation project
participation and network building of stakeholders in both “p6les” and “filieres”, as well
as a series interviews with their members and public policymakers on how geographic
proximity and organizational proximity generated through the intermediaries shape their
R&D activities. In this term, we explore the role of public innovation intermediaries (PlIs)
in coordinating and structuring relationships between various stakeholders, who may be
either competitors or collaborators. Then, we assess the roles and perspectives of public
policymakers on the collaboration and cooperation between the two Plls in the regional
innovation ecosystem.

These findings will contribute to the literature on the territorial governance of innovation
intermediaries and provide insights for policymakers responsible for their management
and coordination, which can present challenges within the framework of Regional
Innovation Systems (RIS) (Kristensen et al., 2023).
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