
COOPERATION OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 
WITH KEY ACTORS TOWARDS REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT: 

EUROPEAN GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLES 
 

Mirjana Jeleč Raguž 
M.Sc., Lecturer  

Polytechnic of Požega, Croatia 
 

Key words: higher education institutions, cooperation, regional development, 
Netherland, Austria, Germany. 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 
   

The aim of this paper is to explore the experiences of connecting the 
European higher education institutions with key entities in the regional environment 
in order to stimulate regional economic development. With the appearance of the 
knowledge society in the last few years it is becoming more obvious that regional 
development is depending on the knowledge infrastructure as well as on the 
relationships between knowledge producers, local industry and local/regional 
authorities. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to highlight the importance of 
such cooperation, and to explore some European examples of good partnerships 
between higher education institutions, industry and local government. The results 
obtained in this study should serve as a benchmark tool to the newly established 
institutions of higher professional education in Croatia, as well as to the regional 
authorities and national politics. Synthesis of the European regional examples of 
good practice in a unique framework and the comparison with the situation in 
Croatia is to be a subject for a future research. 

 
2. HIGHER EDUCATION AND REGIONS 
   

Countries in transition from industrial society to knowledge society are 
facing a growing competition in many markets. The outcome of that process is an 
orientation to the knowledge-intensive products and services in order to increase 
their competitiveness on global market. In fact, those products are creating a need 
for new knowledge, skills, technologies, research results and so on. The most 
important sources of knowledge, innovation and new technologies are actually 
higher education institutions (HEIs). Hence, it is necessary to maximize the benefits 
of such education and research for the creation and development of knowledge and 
skills not only on the national but also on the regional level. Success on the global 
stage is often based on local excellence. So the local availability of knowledge and 
skills often becomes an important factor of the local competitiveness. Increasing the 
local competitiveness within countries certainly contributes to the competitiveness 
of the country in whole. 

HEIs have always multiple effects in their regions. However, in the past 
those effects usually had a passive character. Traditionally, to increase the general 
level of education and research output used to be the main interest of such 



institutions. Today, that is not enough. Teaching and research have to be directed to 
the concrete economic and social objectives of the region in which such institutions 
are located. 

If the HEIs are to achieve its regional role much more have to be done than 
just educate and research. It is necessary to link those institutions with other key 
entities in their environment, particularly with public and private sector. Those 
kinds of partnerships are required in order to build a joint strategic vision for the 
future development of the region, to choose priorities for research and development 
(R&D) activities that could have a positive impact on the competitiveness of the 
regional industry, and to design and develop such models of cooperation. That 
cooperation will result with real, practical realisation of the triple helix model of 
university-industry-government relations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1 The Triple Helix model [1]       
 
A firm commitment of all regional parties and their willingness to cooperate 

is needed to establish such forms of cooperation. Accordingly, the involvement of 
HEIs in their regional environment includes many new functions in addition to their 
traditional role. For those reasons the chapters that follow are presenting some of 
good practice examples of selected European countries. This will reveal several 
cases of good cooperation between HEIs and their surrounding entities in 
supporting the regional economic development.  

 
3. SOME EUROPEAN GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLES  
 
3.1. CASE STUDY – NETHERLAND  

 
 Higher education system in Netherland is a binary system consisting of a 
university sector and a higher professional education sector (University of 
Professional Education: UPE). The regional mission has taken more attention in the 
UPEs in relation to the research universities. In addition to the traditional role of the 
UPEs in educating professionals for the labour market, UPEs recently advocated a 
greater role in knowledge transfer and making contributions to their region.   
 Dutch HEIs generally follow three directions for the research results 
exploitation and for contribution to the regional innovation: 

 
Academia 

 
State 

 
Industry 



 1. Cooperation with industry (e.g. contract research, strategic alliances, joint 
research and development institutes, joint ventures); 

 2. Patents and licences; 
 3. Creation of spin-off companies. [2, p. 27] 

 A good practice example in the southern Netherland is the Knowledge 
Alliance project (Kennisalliantie Z-H). The aim of the Alliance is to bring together 
the group of actors in order to eliminate the lack of specific innovative projects. The 
way of correcting that was to gather different groups of actors in the innovative 
chain: 3 universities, various higher education colleges, research institutions, private 
companies, the province, councils, representatives of the SME organisations and 
many others. [3, p. 76] They together present a cluster organization within which 
theme meetings and workshops are organized and feasibility studies and market 
research are conducted. Today, the Alliance is an independent platform for 
cooperation between HEIs, research sector, enterprise and local government and has 
a role to connect theory and practice.  
 As another good practice example in Netherland the Twente region can be 
mentioned. In that region entrepreneurship and the creation of spin-off companies 
have been stimulated since the early 1980s. The University of Twente in 1984 the 
Temporary Entrepreneurial Positions Programme (TOP) has created in order to 
help university staff, graduates and entrepreneurs to start their own companies in 
Twente region. Individuals that want to use the TOP programme must have concrete 
ideas for a knowledge-intensive or technology-oriented company and they need to 
have a business plan. Their ideas have to correspond to the university’s expertise 
area. Candidates whose business plans are approved by the TOP managers receive a 
completely free office space and facilities; access to networks; scientific and 
business mentor (manager) and interest-free loan during one year. Since 1984 some 
370 individuals have received support and some 320 companies have been created 
of which about 76% still exist and create on average some 150 new jobs annually 
on a regional level. [2, p. 30] 
 
3.2. CASE STUDY – AUSTRIA  

 
In the last 20 years the regional government of the Lower Austria region has 

been supporting innovation oriented start-ups. The first incubator was founded in 
1988. Since then the incubation infrastructure has been continuously developing, 
consisting of the network of incubators and service centres. However, in the 1990s 
there was no complete offer of services related to the support for innovation-
oriented start-up. Also, the start-up culture was not among the main priorities within 
the HEIs and local authorities. With an adoption of the Regional Innovation 
Strategy of Lower Austria (RIS NÖ) in 1999 the situation began to change. 

In 1999 the regional authorities together with HEIs and other service 
providers initiated the GENIUS initiative which aims to bring together service 
offers in order to enable the provision of all necessary information and further 
coaching of single innovation oriented start-up. In 2005 the accent 
Gründerservice GmbH (Accent) was founded in order to encourage high-tech and 
academic start-ups. Accent is an organisation which presents a joint initiative with a 



range of shareholders and partners from the regional government institutions, higher 
education institutions and R&D organisations, financing institutions, other services 
providers and private firms. The organisation makes available for young 
entrepreneurs with innovative ideas the incubation infrastructure and other 
facilitates for their access to financial resources. It also provides consultancy and 
coaching for start-ups/spin-offs both in the pre-seed phase and after foundation for 
up to 18 months. 

The activities of different Accent shareholders have contributed to a 
considerable increase of entrepreneurial culture, mobilisation of potential for 
innovative, technology oriented business start-ups and boost of the involvement of 
R&D and higher education institutions in spreading of basic entrepreneurial 
knowledge. The offer of the service funding, professional advice and consultancy in 
the last 10 years has been significantly improved largely by introducing an 
innovative financial asset “Pre-Seed Fund”.   

The Pre Seed Fund is the initiative of the Lower Austrian Government 
which has started in 2002. Today it is part of the mainstream regional programme of 
innovation support. The Fund is financed by the regional government and operated 
by a public-private partnership bank. It finances young entrepreneurs with 
innovative ideas at an early stage in their knowledge based and technology oriented 
start-up or spin-off, before the creation of the company, and offers consultancy and 
coaching to the entrepreneur in accounting, fiscal, legal and patent related issues. [3, 
p. 95] 

In the period from 2002 to 2004 7 projects (from a total of 40 applicants) 
were funded, 7 start-ups were founded and 20 new highly skilled jobs were created. 
In addition to mentioned concrete results in the period when the Pre-Seed Fund was 
only a pilot action, it is important to emphasise the overall increase of the 
entrepreneurial and start-up culture both in the region and within the research and 
higher education institutions. 

 
3.3. CASE STUDY – GERMANY 

 
Another example of good practice can be found in the German city of 

Hamburg. The local authorities of the city have set a goal of transforming this city 
to one of the most fascinating cities in the world. In order to achieve the above 
mentioned goal they have developed a general programme. The activities of that 
programme are mainly focused on innovative fields in which networks of expertise 
are created. A primary focus is on increasing the quality of educational and research 
activities offered by HEIs and research centres. The intention is to strengthen the 
role of HEIs in stimulating the innovative development in the region more than it 
was the case before. In the implementation of the overall concept of the city and 
region development besides the political players some other actors are involved. In 
particular, those other actors are representatives of higher education, science, 
research and business sector. The main priorities of the city are innovation and 
business creation which led to a series of activities that support innovation and 
innovative entrepreneurship. Some examples of successful programs are described 
below.  



The Hamburg Entrepreneurship Programme (HEP) supports the creation 
of start-ups and business from Hamburg universities and research centres and 
assists them until they gain their independence. [3, p. 101] The Programme presents 
the result of the joint initiative of the universities of Hamburg and their research, 
business and political partners. Support services focus on technology-oriented start-
ups and business in the field of innovative services. The mentioned Programme 
actually offers advisory services for all issues related to start-up and business 
creation to young entrepreneurs. It offers them assistance throughout all phases, 
from the development of business ideas through start-up phase, to the acquisition of 
financial resources from third parties. Usually it provides a wide range of services 
related to the R&D such as: the utilisation of the university resources and know-
how, legal advices associated to the patent related issues, the intermediation with 
clients and other contacts, creating and maintaining a network of companies and 
partners from the business sector and HEIs.  

Considering the lack of financial resources the Innovation and Technology 
department of the State Ministry for Economic and Labour Affairs decided to 
extend existing support and financing for young entrepreneurs and young high-tech 
companies in the Hamburg region with two complementary financing tools: [3, p. 
103-104] 

 an Idea Fund targeted at young entrepreneurs to fund pre-competitive 
high-tech business ideas in the pre-seed phase; 

 a Seed Fund to fund young high-tech companies in the seed phase.  
The Idea Fund is managed by TuTech Innovation (TTI) and together with 

HEIs in Hamburg it forms a model of knowledge and technology transfer between 
science and industry. TTI offers a wide range of services to young innovative 
entrepreneurs in order to support them in the pre-seed phase: the development of a 
business idea, through the start-phase and the purchasing of finacial resources. The 
Seed Fund is funding the newly formed companies in their seed phase and fills the 
gap existing between the company start-up phase and first financing with own 
capital. 

The results that are expected from the mentioned two funds are actually 
realised. In the first 5 years of existence (by the May 2005) within a framework of 
the Idea Fund 102 ideas and applications for financial support had been submitted 
and forwarded to the allocation committee for evaluation, 16 promising business 
ideas had been considered eligible, 70 jobs had been created, approximately 10 
patents had been filed, 80 corporation projects had been carried out. [3, p. 107] By 
August 2006, the Seed Fund had approved 10 investments, some in co-operation 
with other investors; in total 22 million euro had been invested in young business, 
demonstrating a significant leverage effect and 69 new jobs had been created. [3, p. 
107] 

 
4. CONCLUSION 

 
Based on the view that is given in this paper it can be concluded that 

described interactions between HEIs, business sector and local authorities, together 
with innovative programmes and strategies for regional development, have an 



exceptional impact on regional economic development. However, it is important to 
emphasise that there is no single, unique model which can be considered as 
universal and ideal one for development of partnerships between HEIs and regional 
actors. There are some general requirements for a successful operation but each 
country has its own specific model of cooperation, partnerships, creating networks 
of knowledge, etc. It derives from each country specific and unique features, 
attributes and advantages. Some of presented models can serve as a benchmarking 
tool for countries that have no experience in stimulating those interactions. 
Therefore, the involvement of HEIs in the regional environment in addition to the 
traditional roles of research and education has a lot of new functions that need to be 
achieved. Some of those functions include partnerships and many other initiatives 
(such as different centres, incubators, clusters, science/knowledge/business/research 
parks, entrepreneurship, regional development strategies, partnership agreements, 
venture capital etc.). 

The most relevant forms that define the interaction between industry, science 
and public sector at regional level are those indicated in Figure 2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 2 Different forms of industry-science-public sector cooperation 
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