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Disclaimer

This document has been produced in the context of the SustainX Project. The SustainX
project is part of the European Innovation Council and SMEs Executive Agency (EISMEA) and
is as such funded by the European Commission. All information in this document is provided
‘as is’ and no guarantee or warranty is given that the information is fit for any particular
purpose. The user thereof uses the information at its sole risk and liability. For the avoidance
of all doubts, the European Commission has no liability with respect to this document, which

is merely representing the authors’ view.

Executive Summary

The aim of this deliverable is to provide all necessary information related to the
management of the project and the quality plan. These include the governance of the
project with all related roles and responsibilities, the means, and processes to execute the
day-to-day activities, the communication within the consortium as well as with external
stakeholders and Digital Transformation Accelerator DTA, the quality assurance plan and

risk management.



X

Table of Contents

Contents

1. Executive Summary 7

2. Introduction 8

3. Methodology of Capability Mapping 8
3.1 Conducting Capability Assessment 9
3.2 Analysing training needs 14
3.3 Developing customized training programs 33

4. Outlook 51




X

Table of Figures

Figure 1 Questionnaire Excerpt: Working with your clients- Your skills

Figure 2 Questionnaire Excerpt: Innovation Strategy

Figure 3 Questionnaire Excerpt Stakeholders

Figure 4 Questionnaire Excerpt: S3 Priorities

Figure 5 Respondents’ IMP training experience

Figure 6 Priorities and skill sets

Figure 7 SMEs' innovation strategy potential

Figure 8 SMEs' lack of decision-making processes

Figure 9 External collaborations

Figure 10 Innovation Life-Cycle Processes

Figure 11 Business Model Innovation

Figure 12 Stakeholder Groups

Figure 13 Intensity of Interaction with Stakeholders

Figure 14 Stakeholder Impact on SMEs

Figure 15 SMES' competencies

Figure 16 Key strengths in SMEs' innovation environment

Figure 17 Most impactful initiatives for SMEs

Figure 18 SMEs’ challenges for innovation and technological advancements

Figure 19 Challenges in SMEs' innovation support ecosystems

Figure 20 Most relevant S3 Priorities

Figure 21 Alignment with S3 Priorities

Figure 22 Support actions for SMEs

Figure 23 ARC FUND Innovation Management Results

Figure 24 ARC FUND Training Agenda Day 1

Figure 25 ARC FUND Training Agenda Day 2 (1/2)

Figure 26 ARC FUND Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

Figure 27 DIZ/TUIASI Innovation Management Results

Figure 28 DIZ/TUIASI Training Agenda Day |
Figure 29 DIZ/TUIASI Training Agenda Day 2 (1/2)

Figure 30 DIZ/TUIASI Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

Figure 31 Fundaciéon Santa Cruz Sostenible Innovation Management Results

Figure 32 Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible Training Agenda Day 1

Figure 33 Fundacion Santa Cruz Sostenible Training Agenda Day 2

Figure 34 iED Innovation Management Results

Figure 35 iED Training Agenda Day 1

Figure 36 iED Training Agenda Day 2 (1/2)

Figure 37 iED Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

Figure 38 LTC Innovation Management Results




X

Figure 39 LTC Training Agenda Day 1

Figure 40 LTC Training Agenda Day 2(1/2)
Figure 41LTC Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

50
50
51

Figure 42 Planned Trainings M4-M7

Figure 43 SME Training Application Planning
Figure 44 SME Training Phase Planning

52
52
53



* *
* *
* *

1. Executive Summary

The SustainX Capability Mapping Report delivers an in-depth analysis of innovation-
management strengths and gaps across five less-developed EU regions in Romania,
Greece, Bulgaria, Latvia and the Canary Islands. Drawing on a comprehensive, train-the-
trainer questionnaire completed by each consortium partner, we examined both the
advisors’ own skill sets and the prevailing practices among their SMEs. Respondents
consistently rated project management and digitalization as their SMEs’ strongest
competencies, yet they also highlighted deficiencies in formal innovation processes, risk
management and rapid commercialization. At the same time, advisors expressed only
moderate confidence in guiding SMEs through data-driven strategy design, structured
decision-making and partner matchmaking, all of which they identified as critical to
closing the innovation loop and which we will strive to support in throughout the project
through various activities.

Our stakeholder analysis revealed that associations, chambers of commerce and
universities dominate SMEs’ collaboration networks, while specialized intermediaries such
as innovation agencies and EU-fund consultants remain under-utilized. Frequent weekly
or monthly interactions with core stakeholders nonetheless underscore the centrality of
these institutions in regional ecosystems. When aligning with Smart Specialisation (S3)
priorities, respondents pinpointed digital transformation, sustainable innovation, Industry
4.0 and health-tech as top areas of strategic focus. Yet full alignment hinges on two
enabling conditions: robust funding channels and deeper ecosystem partnerships. Nearly
100% of partners called for stronger access to grants and subsidies, while 100% also
emphasized the need to reinforce stakeholder collaboration across the public, private and
academic sectors.

Guided by these findings, we have designed a series of two-day, region-specific
consortium trainings scheduled between April and June 2025. Each program directly
addresses the highest-priority gaps ranging from advanced strategy development and
open innovation methods to action plan formulation and sustainability integration while
leveraging our IMP*ROVE assessment tools. These sessions will equip consortium members
to cascade best practices in early 2026 through SME-focused workshops, thereby
ensuring that every company benefits from tailored capacity building. In this way, the
mapping exercise lays a solid foundation for SustainX’s overarching goal: to empower
SMEs throughout less-developed regions to participate confidently in interregional

innovation investments and to drive the Green and Digital Transition at scale.
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2. Introduction

The SustainX project is strategically oriented towards fostering sustainable digital
innovation investment, particularly focusing on enhancing innovation capacities in less-
developed European regions, including Romania, Greece, Bulgaria, Latvia, and the Canary
Islands. Recognizing the critical role of SMEs in these regions, SustainX aims to accelerate
their integration into the broader European innovation ecosystem, thus actively
contributing to the EU's Green and Digital Transition. The objective of this Competence
Mapping Report (Deliverable 1.3) is to systematically assess and document the innovation
management competencies and capacity-building needs within the SustainX
consortium. Through comprehensive benchmarking and analysis, this report aims to
identify regional strengths, existing competencies, as well as gaps that could potentially

hinder the successful implementation of Smart Specialisation Strategies (S3).
Specifically, this report will:

I. Conduct an extensive evaluation of current innovation management capabilities of

consortium members, utilizing structured assessment methodologies.

2. Highlight regional competencies and pinpoint gaps to enable targeted activities,

ensuring a customized and region-specific approach to capacity building.

3. Provide details on tailored training contents aimed at enhancing interregional

collaboration and fostering innovation-driven growth through the consortium partners

Ultimately, this deliverable will provide a basis for subsequent capacity-building actions,
thus empowering SMEs and regional stakeholders to effectively participate in and benefit
from interregional innovation investments, aligning closely with the broader strategic

goals of SustainX.

3. Methodology of Capability Mapping

We firmly believe in the endless opportunities that innovation brings to all regions by
accelerating companies’ competitiveness and by equipping them in overcoming
challenges derived from market changes and any other external factors. As such, we
introduced the train-the-trainer approach as part of this project and thus establish the
baseline in Work Package 1 Project Set-Up under Task 1.2 Mapping of Competences, which
will later be turned into action in Work Package 2 Skills Development as we conduct the
trainings themselves. The objective of Task 1.2 Mapping of Competences is to identify the
consortium'’s training needs with regards to their regions’ needs, but also their own
competences. Following the initial training program, consortium members will then move

on to train SMEs themselves, true to the train-the-trainer methodology. IMP°*ROVE has a



* *
* *
* *

wide array of innovation training topics available and will cater each consortium partner’s
training needs and accumulate them into one comprehensive training program. Our

approach is comprised of 3 major steps:

1. Conducting Capability Assessment
2. Analysing training needs

3. Developing customized training programs

Based on this process, each consortium partner organisation received a training program
tailored to their needs and capabilities and trainings are already starting to take place
with the earliest on April 29-30, 2025 in lasi, Romania with the two partners Digital
Innovation Zone (DIZ) and the Technical University of lasi (TUIASI). Training contents are
being adapted for the partners and will be subject to further adaptation for the SME
trainings to be held in 2026 respectively. In this effort of accelerating capabilities, we want
to offer a comprehensive approach. This means, we do not limit ourselves to certain
timeframes as to when our support services can be requested (of course always in line
with set deliverables and milestones), nor do we limit the support to the training courses
themselves. We want the consortium partners as well as the SMEs feel well taken care of
and prepared to the best of our abilities. Therefore, on top of the training courses, we will
offer a webinar series specifically for onboarding the consortium partners on the
differences, usage and benefits of the IMP°’ROVE assessment tools and how to guide SMEs
through them. These webinars will be scheduled periodically to ensure that all partners
can join at least one of them. Furthermore, we will also offer one-on-one coaching
sessions, if need be. These coaching sessions can be utilized for questions around the
training material, matters regarding their work with SMEs, they can be also used to review
analyses or get feedback on other material prepared for the SMEs. All in all, we want to
offer a whole package to the consortium to foster long-term results.

3.1 Conducting Capability Assessment

The primary objective of the Competence Mapping Questionnaire is to systematically
assess and document the innovation management competencies and capacity-building

needs within the SustainX consortium. This assessment aims to:

1. Identify existing competencies: Determine the current innovation management
capabilities of consortium members and their SMEs

2. Highlight regional strengths and gaps: Pinpoint regional competencies and identify
gaps that may hinder the successful implementation of Smart Specialisation
Strategies (S3).
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3. Gain insights into capacity-building opportunities: Provide actionable insights to
develop tailored training formats and strategic support activities aimed at

enhancing interregional collaboration and fostering innovation-driven growth.

For conducting the capability assessment, we used a multi-pronged approach as the
basis for the questionnaire. We looked at the business advisor skills, i.e. the consortium
members'’ skills as an advisor in their daily work with SMEs and on the other hand, we
looked at what kind of innovation management skills the regional SMEs on average
already have. Since the consortium partners originate from less-developed regions, we
wanted to shed light on both the partners themselves, but also what the regions look like
and how skilled they are on average. All of our consortium partners have extensive
experience in working closely with SMEs, therefore they are the ideal representations of the
regionally available skills and focus topics. We built the questions in a way that addresses
the skills, relevant and needed from these two parties and then evaluated the gap
identified. For example, if certain innovation management skills are simply not that
important for the regional SMEs or are not prioritized, then a potential lack of that exact
skill on the business advisor side would not be as impactful or alarming as innovation
management skills that are tremendously important to the SMEs. On the flip side, if there
are certain innovation management skills that are very important to the SMEs and the
business advisor is well skilled to address those needs in their day-to-day work, then there
would not be any need for additional training. If however, SMEs attach significance to
certain skills, which the business advisor cannot sufficiently address themselves yet, that
indeed would be our signal for a training need. Therefore, majority of the questionnaire is
following these two parties to identify the significance of each skill and to identify potential
gaps. In order to address all relevant areas of innovation management, we split the
questionnaire into the following major parts focussing on innovation management-

related skills:

- Working with clients — Your skills: This is where the consortium partners specifically
were addressed to identify their skill sets and the skills needed when working with
their SMEs. This includes approaching new potential clients, leveraging
quantitative data to assess their SME’s innovation management capabilities, and
drawing conclusions and recommendations for them.

- Innovation Strategy: This section identifies if SMEs are acquainted with building
innovation strategies, if they are documented and their level of ambition to drive
innovation forward

- Organisation: Here we review if there are interdisciplinary teams that collaborate
on innovation and if there are any formal processes

- External Collaboration: Many SMEs are lacking resources, therefore collaborating
with external partners may be a good way to even out that shortage and gain

additional expertise. This is what is reviewed in this section.

10
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Innovation Life-Cycle Processes: the processes within an SME are just as important
as the given structures. Therefore, we review how adaptable SMEs are in their
development processes, and if they can sufficiently commercialize

Business Model Innovation: In this section we are looking into the SMEs” knowledge
of developing and implementing promising changes into their existing business
models

Stakeholders: This is to identify the relevant stakeholders in the SMEs’ environment
as well as the frequency of interaction and impact

Competence: Here we reviewed the SMEs’ competences in different fields, such as
market shifts, sustainability, digitalization, project management, financial acumen,

etc.

Once we had the innovation management part of the questionnaire set up, we aligned
also with the consortium members for their input as the analysis of the questionnaire
would deliver additional insights that are also important in other tasks, such as Task 1.3
Action Plans. Therefore, we worked together with ARC FUND to implement separate
sections all revolving around the regional strengths and weaknesses, the SMEs’
challenges and their S3 priorities, which will also feed into the Deliverable 1.3 Action

Plans (M4). Thus, together we decided on implementing the following sections:

Challenges in the Innovation Environment: This section looks at the biggest
challenges that SMEs face in fostering innovation and technological
advancements, which could derive from lack of funds or collaboration partners,
limited access to technologies and R&D infrastructures, regulatory barriers, etc.
Smart Specialization Strategy (S3) Priorities: Here, we looked at which are the most
relevant priorities for the specific regions and also in which areas specifically the
SMEs need the most support in and what kind of resources in order to align with the

chosen priorities.

We believe that comprising the questionnaire in this manner allows for multiple goals to

be achieved: We were able to detect the consortium partners’ current skill sets, identify

gaps in accordance with the skill sets present in their SMEs, review the SMEs’ skills in the

different regions, get insights into their ecosystems, and their S3 priorities and

preparedness to align with those priorities. The finalized questionnaire was set up in

Microsoft Forms for easy access and usability and shared among the consortium partners

with a set deadline of 2 weeks to fill out. The idea was to have one response per

organisation so that we have one representative per region (albeit that DIZ and TUIASI are

in the same region). For some of the organisations we received two responses, which were

then averaged for the sake of analysis, same goes for the consortium partners residing in

the same region. Below you can find some excerpts of the questionnaire, while the full

questionnaire can be found online

1


https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=7UXGXX8pyk2wryM5xxxTiEkMcb7QuglCjJVDVzZLM2dUQ1RSNzJNMVpINEY2MkI0NFQ4SVc0VFdDTC4u

SustainX

SustainX stakeholder & competence mapping

* Erforderfich

Working with clients - Your skills

3. Please review these statements with regards to your work as a business advisor. Please note one Q (e.g. 1a) relates to the importance to your
daily work and the second Q (e.g.1b) relates to your skill level addressing that importance

Neither agree nor

Strongly agree Agree disagres Disagree Strongly disagree Not applicable

1a) Identifying the right

dlients is important for my o @) o O o O

advisory services

1b) | can identify the right

clients for my advisory O O O O O O

services

2a) Approaching and
convincing potential clients is
important far my advisary
services

2b) | can approach and
convince potential clients for
my advisory services

3a) Leveraging quantitative
data to assess the innovation
management capabilities of
my clients is important for my
advisory services

3b) | can leverage quantitative
data to assess the innovation - ~ - - ~ -
management capabilities of O Q O O O O
dients

43) Comparing
innovation capabilities against -
those from peers is important O
for my advisory services

O
O
O
o

Figure 1 Questionnaire Excerpt. Working with your clients- Your skills

Innovation Strategy

4. Please review these statements with regards to your clients’ innovation strategy. Please note one Q (e.g. 13) relates to your clients’
competencies and the second Q (e.g.1b) relates to your skill level in supporting them *

Neither agree nor

Strongly agree Agres disagree

Disagree Strongly Disagree Not applicable

1a) The majority of my clients

base their innovation strategy

on a proper analysis of their O O O O @) O
trends, customers,

competitors and technologies

18) | can help my clients to

base their innovation strategy

on a proper analysis of their O O O O O O
trends, customers,

competitors and technologies

2a) The majority of my clients

base their innovation strategy

on their ambition, innovation O O O O @) O
lifecycle and competency

assessment

2b) | can help my clients to
base their innovation strategy

on their ambition, innovation O O O O O O
lifecycle, and competency

assessment

Figure 2 Questionnaire Excerpt. Innovation Strategy

12



SustainX

Stakeholders

9. Which Stakeholder groups does your client interact with? *
Universities / Research institutes
Banks / other funding bodies

: Chamber of commerce and industry
| Chamber of crafts
Development agencies
Innovation agencies
: Cluster organisations
| Associations / foundations
Government bodies
| sMEs

Large enterprises

Figure 3 Questionnaire Excerpt Stakeholders

Smart Specialization Strategy (S3) Priorities

19. Which Smart Specialization Priorities (53) are the most relevant to your clients? (Select all that apply) *
D Digital transformation (e.g. adoption of digital tecls, Al, autemation)
D Sustainable innovation (e.g., green technologies, circular economy, energy efficiency)

Smart manufacturing and Industry 4.0 (e.g., robotics, loT, advanced materials)

Deep tech innovation (e.g., Al, blockchain, quantum computing, biotech)

Social innovation and community engagement (e.g., inclusive business models, social enterprises)

Agri-food and bioeconomy (e.g., precision agriculture, sustainable food systems)

Health and well-being (e.g., med-tech, digital health solutions, biotech innovation)

O 0O 0 00 0

Creative industries and cultural innovation (e.g., digital media, creative entrepreneurship)

Figure 4 Questionnaire Excerpt. S3 Priorities

13
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3.2 Analysing training needs

When asking the consortium partners to fill in the questionnaire, the idea was to have one
response representative per organization. However, we received two responses from ARC
FUND, which were then averaged to one ‘voice’ in order to not lose important data. We
also received two responses from our partner DIZ. As DIZ and TUIASI are even in the same
city, we also averaged the input of those three colleagues (2 from DIZ and 1 from TUIASI)
into one ‘voice’ once more. Therefore, we leveraged the different inputs in order to create
a comprehensive view of the regional strengths and weaknesses as well as of the
consortium partners’ excellent skills, shedding light on the areas for improvement. The
analysis of the questionnaire revealed several key insights, critical to understanding and
enhancing innovation management capabilities among SMEs within the given regions.
Majority of SMEs demonstrated significant potential for improvement in their innovation
strategies, yet many lacked structured decision-making processes and faced
considerable challenges in effectively commercializing innovations. SMEs commonly
encountered difficulties related to funding accessibility, technology integration, and
scaling innovations, indicating major gaps in their innovation support ecosystems.
Looking into the stakeholders showed the diverse groups SMEs interact with, highlighting
both opportunities and challenges. Strong stakeholder interactions were found to
positively influence innovation activities. Particularly impactful were initiatives driven
directly by SMEs, underscoring the importance of fostering robust, SME-centric innovation
ecosystems. Alignment with Smart Specialization Strategy (S3) priorities emerged as vital,
with SMEs notably needing greater support in funding and collaborative engagements to
effectively align with these regional innovation strategies. These insights serve as
foundational knowledge for targeted activities within the SustainX project, guiding future
capacity-building and innovation support measures to address identified gaps and
leverage existing strengths effectively. In order to assess everyone’s training background
effectively, we started out by asking the respondents to state their training experiences
specifically with IMP*ROVE trainings in order to avoid any overlaps or repetitions. Most
partners have engaged in multiple IMP*ROVE trainings due to cross-overs from other past
projects, reflecting a high baseline awareness of structured innovation practices already.
We are confident that the partners who already have extensive training experience can
act as internal mentors and bring forth the train-the-trainer mindset even more to also

share best practices within and outside of the consortium.

14



Organisational IMP training experiences

Organisation responses Respondents’ IMP training experience

FSS
1

No IMP training 6
DIz . .
P Business Model Innovation
Innovation Strategy
Action Plan Development

Design Thinking

Open Innovation

NONNN NN

iED Intro to Inno Mgmt.

Lifecycle Mgmt. 1

Agile Innovation 1
TUIASI

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 5 Respondents’ IMP training experience

Lrc

We further explored general priorities and skill sets that are most critical for business
advisors when working with SMEs. Interestingly enough, there is a striking unanimity
among the respondents regarding the importance of each advisory activity, some seem
of more importance for their SMEs and some less, but all respondents confirm its
importance with either “Agree” or “Strongly Agree”. For example, 60% of organizations
strongly agree that “identifying the right clients is important,” while the remaining 40%
agree. Similarly, on “approaching and convincing potential clients,” 60% agree and 40%
strongly agree a pattern that repeats for data-driven tasks: 80% agree and 20% strongly
agree that “leveraging quantitative data” is critical, and for “comparing clients’ innovation
capabilities against peers,” 40% strongly agree, 40% agree, and only 20% remain neutral.
Fact-based approaches drew positive responses (60% strongly agree, 40% agree), and an
especially strong consensus emerged on “deriving recommendations and actionable
measures,” where 80% strongly agree and 20% remain neutral. These figures confirm that
advisors see every step from client selection through data benchmarking to action
planning as essential pillars of effective SME innovation support. In contrast, when it
comes to the respondents’ skills to sufficiently address these topics, 40% of organizations
strongly agree they can “identify the right clients,” another 40% simply agree, and 20%
strongly disagree, exposing a confidence gap at the very front end of advisory work. When
it comes to “approaching and convincing clients,” just 20% strongly agree, 60% agree, and
20% are neutral. Analytical abilities show even wider splits: while 60% agree they can

leverage quantitative data, 40% actively disagree; and on benchmarking clients against

15
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peers, 40% agree, 40% are neutral, and 20% disagree. Fact-based advisory skills fare
slightly better 60% agree, but 20% are neutral and 20% disagree and finally, 20% strongly
agree, 60% agree, and 20% remain neutral that they can derive actionable
recommendations. These mixed results highlight that, although advisors value each

capability highly, many do not yet feel fully equipped to deliver on these priorities.

Priorities and skill sets when working with your
SMEs

Question: Please review these statements with regards to your work as a business advisor
1a) Identifying the right clients is important for my advisory services

1b) I can identify the right clients for my advisory services

2a) Approaching and convincing potential dlients is important for my advisory services

2b) I can approach and convince potential clients for my advisory services
3a) Leveraging quantitative data to assess the innovation management capabilities of my dlients is important for my advisory ~ services
3b) I can leverage quantitative data to assess the innovation management capabilities of clients
4a) Comparing clients’ innovation capabilities against those from peers is important for my advisory services
45} 1 can compare my clients’innovation capabilities against those from peers
5a) Applying a fact -based approach for drawing conclusions is important for my advisory services
5b) I can apply a fact -based approach for drawing conclusions for my clients 1

4

B 1

6a) Deriving ions and actionable i measures is important for my advisory services

6b) | can derive ions and actionable i my dlients

Strongly agree [l Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree

Please note: for the sake of analysisper organisation, the following responses were combined for N=5
calculation purposes:

- DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI (N=1) were combined tol averaged response

- ARC FUND (N=2) were averaged to1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 6 Priorities and skill sets

When looking into the innovation strategy, we can see a clear picture of both the current
state of SMEs’ strategic thinking as well as the self-assessment by the respondents. When
asked whether their clients base innovation strategies on rigorous analyses of market
trends, customer needs, competitor offerings, and emerging technologies, all five
respondents indicated “neither agree nor disagree.” This uniform neutrality suggests that
respondents see a significant grey zone: while SMEs may suggest strategic analysis, they
do not do so consistently or deeply enough to warrant stronger agreement. In effect, 100
percent of respondents perceive a lack of firmly established analytical foundations
underpinning their SMEs’ innovation strategies. Looking on the flip side of the question, 60%
of respondents feel confident that they can guide SMEs to base their strategies on such
comprehensive analyses, rating themselves as “Agree”. Another 20% opted for “neither
agree nor disagree”, indicating uncertainty about their own effectiveness, while the
remaining respondents actively “disagree” with their ability to deliver this support. Notably,

most see themselves as somewhat capable. A similar pattern can be found with respect

16
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to anchoring strategies in SMEs” ambitions, innovation lifecycle stages, and competency
assessments. When asked if most clients already do this, 80% again selected “neither
agree nor disagree”, and 20% “agree”. However, generally speaking, while some
respondents do not seem fully well-versed in innovation strategy, majority seems to be
comfortable with their skills in this regard. Taken together, these findings highlight two
crucial insights. First, there is widespread recognition that SMEs’ current innovation
strategies lack robust analytical and lifecycle-oriented foundations. Second, while majority
of respondents feel they have the competence to address these gaps, a slight minority
remains uncertain or underprepared. This dual picture of strategic ambiguity among SMEs
coupled with uneven advisory confidence underscores the need for targeted capacity-
building efforts both to deepen SMEs’ own strategic analysis practices and to strengthen
advisers’ methodological toolkits for guiding ambition- and data-driven innovation

planning.

Majority of your SMEs have potential for
improving their innovation strategy

Question: Please review these statements with regards to your clients' innovation strategy

1a) The majority of my clients base their innovation strategy on a proper analysis of their trends,

5
16)1can hel my clients 1 base thl Inovaton traty on a poper analysis o thel rends, ; ; 1 - 0 |
261 1 can el my clients o base thel innovaion strategy on thee arbiton,innovation [Fecycle and 2 s

strongly agree [l Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree

a

2a) The majority of my clients base their innovation strategy on their ambition, i ion lifecycle and

Please note: for the sake of analysisper organisation, the following responses were combined for N=5

calculation purposes:
- DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI (N=1) were combined tol averaged response
- ARC FUND (N=2) were averaged to1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 7 SMEs’ innovation strategy potential

Looking into the decision-making processes, we can see that most SMEs currently lack
formal, structured processes for innovation decision-making, yet respondents feel more
confident in their own ability to support such processes. When assessing whether majority
of their clients innovate in interdisciplinary teams, 80% of respondents chose “neither
agree nor disagree” and 20% “disagree,” indicating widespread uncertainty or absence of
such collaborative structures among SMEs. In contrast, 60% of respondents “agree” and
20% "strongly agree” that they can guide clients to work in interdisciplinary teams, with

just 20% “neither agreeing nor disagreeing” about their own ability. Similarly, on the

17
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question of whether most clients have a formal innovation decision-making process, 80%
of respondents again selected “neither agree nor disagree,” while the remaining 20%
marked the statement “not applicable,” underscoring the general absence of structured
decision frameworks. Yet when asked if they can help their clients develop such
processes, 60% “agree” and 20% “strongly agree,” even as 20% “disagree.” Taken together,
these statistics reveal a clear gap: 80% of respondents see SMEs’ organizational activities
around innovation as unstructured or unclear, but a combined 80% express confidence in
their own capacity to introduce and support formal decision-making and interdisciplinary
collaboration. This disparity highlights a prime opportunity for targeted training to
translate respondents’ advisory confidence into tangible, structured innovation processes

within the SMEs themselves.

Majority of your SMEs have no structured
process for innovation decision making

Question: Please review these statements with regards to your client's organisational activities
1a) The majority of my clients innovate in interdisciplinary teams 1

4
1b) | can help my clients to innovate in interdisciplinary teams 1 1
4

2a) The majority of my clients have a formal innovation decision making process

2b) I can help my clients to develop a formal i making process 1 1

Strongly agree Neither agree nor disagree Strongly disagree
I Agree Disagree Il Not applicable

Please note: for the sake of analysisper organisation, the following responses were combined for N=5
calculation purposes:

- DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI (N=1) were combined tol averaged response

- ARC FUND (N=2) were averaged to1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 8 SMEs' lack of decision-making processes

We further looked at external collaborations and we noticed a striking gap between SMEs’
self-sufficiency and respondents’ confidence in their advisory support. When asked
whether the majority of their SMEs are able to identify their own partnering needs for
innovation, 60% of respondents disagree and the remaining 40% agree, indicating that
most SMEs struggle to pinpoint collaboration opportunities unassisted. In contrast, 100% of
respondents 80% agree and 20% strongly agree feel fully capable of helping their clients
determine these needs. This unanimous advisory confidence underscores the perceived

value of structured support in partner-needs assessment. A similar dynamic appears for
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clients’ ability to actually connect with suitable innovation partners: 60% of respondents
disagree that their SMEs can independently forge the right partnerships, while 40% remain
neutral. Yet, when evaluating their own capacity, all respondents unanimously agree
(100%) that they can guide SMEs to identify and establish these critical connections. No
respondent marked “strongly agree” here, suggesting steady confidence rather than
unbridled certainty, but the unanimity of positive self-assessment is nevertheless telling.
Together, these figures paint a clear narrative: SMEs in the consortium regions generally
lack the internal capability to both recognize their partnering needs and effectively
connect with innovation partners, as evidenced by a combined 60% negative rating on
both. However, every single respondent believes they possess the requisite skills to bridge
this gap, highlighting external collaboration as a prime target for capacity-building
activities within this project.

Connecting with the ‘right’ partner can lead to
new mutually beneficial opportunities

Cuestion: Please review these staterments with regards to pour clients’ external caliobarations

1a) The magarity of my chents e able to identity paneisg needs for e tbon 3 —

Za) The majority of svy clients ane able o ident®ly and conmect with the right innovation pamners 3 z
wroghy apres [l Sacee Pisithar spras nor dhsgres Daagres
Please raie for the wiks of s=aknnpar srganastien, the izl owisg srzoman wers carebired for =5

cakul ita= zurzmies
T (F=2 | mnd TLUAST |He=1) wers combined tcll sversged revpcme
ARC PURD K= | were sveraged bod rea poses

m -F-"'
tn Euregetan Unian

Figure 9 External collaborations

With regards to innovation life-cycle processes, we can see a discrepancy between SMEs'
actual use of formalized development frameworks and respondents’ confidence in
guiding those practices. When asked if majority of their SMEs is able to design and
implement linear (stage-gate) innovation processes, only 20 % of respondents agree,
while 40 % remain neutral and a further 40 % disagree, suggesting that most SMEs lack
structured, phase-gate methodologies. This also ties in with the impression that we
received from the way SMEs seem to set up their innovation strategy, or lack thereof. In
contrast, 60 % of respondents feel confident that they can help clients adopt these linear

processes split between 40 % who agree and 20 % who strongly agree with 40 % still
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expressing doubt in their own facilitation abilities. A similarly uneven picture emerges for
agile methodologies: 60 % of respondents disagree that their SMEs currently employ agile
innovation processes, with the remaining 40 % neither agreeing nor disagreeing,
indicating limited SME agility. Yet 60 % of respondents agree they can support clients in
designing and implementing agile workflows, while the other 40 % remain neutral. When it
comes to commercialization outcomes, 80 % of respondents are neutral on whether SMEs
successfully commercialize their new products and services, and 20 % disagree only 20 %
believe clients already excel in market rollout. Respondents’ self-rated capability to drive
commercialization is more optimistic but still mixed: 20 % strongly agree, 20 % agree, 40 %
are neutral, and 20 % disagree, highlighting variable confidence in go-to-market support.
Finally, on rapidly increasing sales volumes, 100 % of respondents doubt their SMEs’ current
performance 60 % disagree and 40 % remain neutral whereas 40 % agree they can help
clients accelerate product-and-service uptake, 20 % are neutral, and 40 % disagree.
Overall, these statistics underscore that while formal linear and agile innovation
frameworks and swift commercialization remain uncommon among SMEs, majority of
respondents believe they possess the advisory expertise to introduce these processes to

varying degrees.

Utilizing a suitable innovation process supports
the commercialization effectively

Question: Please review these statements with regards to your clients' development processes

1a) The majority of my SMEs are able to design and implement linear (stage-gate) innovation processes ) 2 2
1b) | can help my clients to design and implement linear (stage-gate) innovation processes i 2 3 ]
2a) The majority of my clients are able to design and implement agile innovation processes i El 2
2b) 1 can help my clients to design and implement agile innovation processes ) 2
3a) The majority of my clients are able to successfully commercialize their new products and services i 1 4
3b) | can help my clients to successfully commercialize their new products and services ’ 1 2 1
4a) The majority of my clients are able to quickly increase the number of their products and services sold i 3 2
4b) | can help my clients to quickly increase the number of their products and services sold i 2 1
strongly agree [l Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree
Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for N=5
calculation purposes:
-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response
-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response
Funded by

the European Union

Figure 10 Innovation Life-Cycle Processes

Diving deeper into the topic of business model innovation highlights a significant gap

between SMEs’ current capabilities and respondents’ confidence in guiding them toward
robust business model improvements. Only 20% of respondents agree that most of their
SMEs know how to spot new business model opportunities, while 40% remain neutral and

another 40% disagree. In stark contrast, every respondent (100%) feels capable of helping
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clients identify these opportunities, all selecting “Agree,” underscoring unanimous
advisory confidence in this key area. When it comes to actually developing and
implementing business model innovations, 60% of respondents disagree that their SMEs
are already doing so, with 20% neutral and just 20% agreeing. Yet 60% of respondents (40%
“Agree,” 20% “Strongly Agree”) believe they can guide clients through these innovation
processes, and the remaining 40% remain neutral. This pattern low SME self-sufficiency
paired with strong advisory conviction repeats for commercialization outcomes: 80% of
respondents see their SMEs as unable to successfully commercialize new offerings (20%
“Disagree” and 80% “Neither”), even though 40% of respondents “Agree” and 20% “Strongly
Agree” that they could support commercialization, with 40% neutral. Finally, in terms of
rapidly scaling sales, 60% of respondents disagree that their SMEs can swiftly increase
product and service uptake, and 40% are neutral. Yet 40% of respondents “Agree” they can
help clients achieve quick scaling, while 40% remain doubtful (“Disagree”) and 20%
neutral. Taken together, these statistics reveal that while respondents overwhelmingly
trust their own advisory capabilities in business model innovation and commercialization
support, the SMEs themselves largely lack the inherent skills or structured processes

highlighting clear targets for future capacity-building interventions.

All partners can support SMEs in identifying
chances to improve their business models

Question: Please review these statements with regards to business model innovation

1a) The majority of my SMEs knows how to identify opportunities for innovating their business model 2 2
1b) I can help my clients to identify opportunities for innovating their business model

2a) The majority of clients are able to develop and implement business model innovations i 3 1

2b) | can help my clients to develop and implement business model innovations ) 2 1

3a) The majority of my clients are able to successfully commercialize their new products and services i 1 4
3b) | can help my clients to successfully commercialize their new products and services i 1 2 1
4a) The majority of my clients are able to quickly increase the number of their products and services sold i El 2
4b) | can help my clients to quickly increase the number of their products and services sold ’ 2 1
Strongly agree [l Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree
N=5

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

- ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 11 Business Model Innovation

Understanding the regional stakeholder groups in the consortium’s countries and their

setup is essential for future activities within this project. We can see the breadth and

2



* *
* *
* *

variability of stakeholder engagement among SMEs, underscoring both the opportunities
and challenges inherent in their external networks. At the top of the spectrum, every
respondent (100%) reported that their SMEs interact with associations and foundations as
well as with chambers of commerce and industry. This suggests that formal, established
networks remain the primary conduits through which SMEs seek resources, legitimacy,
and market access. Closely trailing these top-tier actors, 80% of respondents indicated
engagement with cluster organizations, large enterprises, SMEs themselves (peer
networks), and universities or research institutes. These figures highlight that cross-
sectoral cooperation with academic institutions, industry clusters, and larger corporate
partners constitutes a cornerstone of the existing innovation ecosystem. It also suggests
that SMEs are leveraging both horizontal (peer-to-peer) and vertical (academia-to-
industry) channels for knowledge exchange and project collaboration. At the mid-range,
banks and other funding bodies appeared in four responses (80%), and government
bodies in three (60%), reflecting moderate but uneven access to financial and regulatory
support. Notably lower on the engagement scale were development agencies and
chambers of crafts (each mentioned by 40% of respondents), while consulting companies
for EU funds and innovation agencies were cited by just one organization each (20%). This
uneven distribution reveals critical gaps: although SMEs heavily rely on established
institutional networks, they underutilize specialized intermediaries such as innovation
agencies and EU-fund consultants that could provide targeted funding pathways and
technical expertise. Overall, this underscores a pressing need to expand SMEs’ stakeholder
portfolios beyond traditional actors, fostering deeper connections with innovation-

focused bodies to fully exploit collaborative and financial opportunities.

The diverse group of stakeholders your SMEs
work with can be both an opportunity and a
challenge

Question: Which Stakeholder groups does your client interact with?

Associations / foundations 6
Banks / other funding bodies 7 4
Chamber of commerce and industry ) 6
Chamber of crafts | 2
Cluster organisations | 5
Consulting companies for EU funds ] 1
Development agencies | 2
Government bodies | 3
Innovation agencies | 1
Large enterprises ] 5
SMEs | 5
Universities / Research institutes ) 5

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI {N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

- ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 12 Stakeholder Groups
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Moving on from the question of ‘who are the stakeholders’ to ‘how often does the
consortium interact with them’, respondents report the most intensive ongoing
interactions with SMEs themselves and universities, underscoring these groups’ central
role in their advisory work. Specifically, 60% of respondents meet with their SME clients on a
weekly basis and 40% on a monthly basis, while universities and research institutes see
equal 40/40 splits for weekly and monthly engagement, with the remaining 20%
connecting quarterly. This high-frequency contact reflects the critical importance of
staying closely connected to both the innovators and the knowledge generators in these
ecosystems. By contrast, engagement with large enterprises is somewhat less frequent
but still regular: 40% of respondents report monthly touchpoints, another 40% quarterly,
and 20% on a weekly basis. Government bodies occupy a similar interaction rhythm, with
40% monthly and 40% quarterly, balanced by 20% meeting weekly. These patterns suggest
that while institutional and corporate partners are important, they are engaged less
intensively than core SMEs and academic collaborators. Mid-tier stakeholders such as
banks and other funding bodies, chambers of commerce, and cluster organizations are
contacted on more varied schedules. Funding bodies see 40% yearly, 20% quarterly, 20%
monthly, and 20% not applicable, indicating that financial channels are tapped
episodically rather than continuously. Chambers of commerce show a 20/20/40/20 split
across yearly, quarterly, monthly, and weekly interactions, respectively, while cluster
organizations and associations each register 20% weekly, 20% quarterly, 20% monthly, and
20% yearly. Finally, innovation and development agencies are most often engaged
quarterly (40%), with smaller shares of monthly (20%), yearly (20%), and not-applicable
(20%) interactions. Chambers of crafts, however, are largely out of the regular
engagement mix with only a single monthly touchpoint reported. Overall, these
frequencies paint a nuanced landscape of stakeholder engagement, highlighting where
advisory efforts naturally concentrate and where deeper, more systematic outreach could

strengthen the broader innovation network.
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interaction with these groups can have
a positive impact on your work with your SMEs

Question: How often do you interact with the respective stakeholder groups?

Universities / Research insti =
Banks / other funding bodies 1 1 2 1
Chamber of commerce / industries i 1 2
Chamber of crafts | 4

Development agencies ]

|
~
HH

-
~
~

H‘

Innovation agencies

Associations / foundations

‘

1

1

Cluster organisations ] 1
1 1

1

N NN N
H
=

Government bodies

SMEs |
Large enterprises 1 2

Weekly [l Monthly Quarterly Yearly Notapplicable  N=5

mH
=

‘

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses we e combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 13 Intensity of Interaction with Stakeholders

Furthermore, understanding the impact each stakeholder has, helps us further
understand the SMEs and their needs. Respondents generally view stakeholder impact as
uneven, with few groups expressing “extreme” impact over SMEs’ innovation priorities.
Universities and research institutes, for example, were seen as having no influence by 20%
of respondents, moderate influence by 40%, and slight influence by the remaining 40%.
Banks and other funding bodies displayed an even broader dispersion: 20% of
respondents rated them as having extreme influence, another 20% saw no influence, 20%
as big influence, and 40% as slight influence. This variability underscores that financial
stakeholders are perceived neither uniformly powerful nor uniformly disengaged, but
rather context-dependent in their impact. Chambers of commerce and industry stand out
as consistently influential, with 60% of respondents assigning them moderate influence
and 20% big influence; only 20% saw them as having slight impact. Conversely, chambers
of crafts were largely seen as marginally relevant, with 60% of respondents rating them
“not applicable” and the remaining 40% split between moderate and big influence.
Development agencies likewise showed mixed influence: 20% no influence, 40% moderate,
20% big, and 20% slight, reflecting regional differences in how these agencies support
local innovation ecosystems. Innovation agencies and cluster organizations show
stronger perceived impact: 60% of respondents rate cluster organizations as exerting
moderate influence and 40% big influence, while innovation agencies are viewed as
having big influence by 60% and extreme influence by 20%, with the rest neutral.
Government bodies appear more evenly spread 20% slight, 40% moderate, 20% big, and
20% big suggesting that policy actors can be pivotal but are not universally decisive.

Finally, SMEs themselves were seen as holding slight influence by 20%, moderate by 40%,
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and big by 40%, indicating that peer dynamics within the SME community are recognized
as a significant driver of innovation activity. When asked to identify the top three
stakeholders per organization, a clear pattern emerges: ARC FUND cites government
bodies, business associations, and technology hubs; DIZ & TUIASI point to funding bodies,
research and technology organizations (RTOS) or universities, and industry clusters; LTC
highlights fellow SMEs, business support organizations, and R&D institutions; iED
emphasizes research/universities followed by SMEs; and FSS names clusters, government
bodies, and the chamber of commerce. Across the consortium, this confirms that while no
single stakeholder type dominates universally, government, academic, and industry-
network actors consistently rank among the most impactful partners for driving SME

innovation.

Identifying the impact of the stakeholders will
help your SMEs prioritize innovation activities

Question: How much influence does the stakeholder group have on your client base? Please describe briefly your clients' most important
(~top 3) stakeholders

Universities / Research institutes
Banks / other funding bodies

ARC FUND 1. Government bodies 2.
Chamber of commerce / industries Business Associations 3.
Chamber of erafts Hubs&Tech parks
Development agencies DIZ&TUIASI 1. Funding bodies; 2.
Innovation agencies RTOs/universities; 3.
Cluster organisations Associations/dusters
Associations / foundations e i SMFS; 2_'5"5'"555 Support
Organisations; 3. R&D
Government bodies S FETE
SMEs iED 1. Research/Universities; 2.
Large enterprises SMEs; 3.-
Slight influe nce Big influence Noinfluence N=5 FSS 1. Clusters; 2. Government
Bl Moderate influence Extreme influence [l Series bodies; 3. Chamber of
commerce
Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for
calculation purposes:
-DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response
- ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response
Funded by

the European Union

Figure 14 Stakeholder Impact on SMEs

Now, zooming in on the competencies of SMEs themselves, respondents judge their SMEs
strongest in project management and digitalization, while core strategic areas and risk
competencies lag. 60% of respondents rate their SMEs as very competent in project
management and 20% as moderately competent, indicating that structured planning and
execution are among clients’ clearest strengths. Digitalization follows closely, with 40%
very competent and 40% moderately competent, reflecting solid uptake of digital tools.
Community engagement also ranks relatively high, with 40% very competent, 20%
moderately competent, 20% slightly competent, and 20% not at all competent, suggesting
that some organizations effectively leverage local networks and outreach. Majority of
competencies fall into the moderately competent category. 80% of respondents place

their SMEs at least moderately competent in leadership and change management; 60%
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do so for innovation management, market shifts and dynamics, financial acumen,
governance, and agile methods; and 60% for sustainability-focused activities. These
areas while not yet standout performances represent solid foundations upon which
targeted interventions can build. Their moderate ratings imply that, with focused support,
SMEs could readily elevate these competencies to the very competent tier. Conversely, risk
management and cross-cultural skills emerge as clear weaknesses. 60% of respondents
judge SMEs only slightly competent in risk management. Similarly, sustainability-focused
activities (20% not at all competent, 20% slightly competent) and cultural knowledge (20%
not at all competent, 20% slightly competent) score lower than other strategic areas.
Addressing these gaps particularly through dedicated workshops on ESG integration and
intercultural collaboration will be critical to ensuring SMEs can navigate complex

innovation ecosystems and global value-chain opportunities.

Your SMEs’ knowledge in some areas will help
improve their competence in other areas

Question: How would you rate your clients' knowledge in the following areas?

Innovation management 7 2 3
Market shifts and dynamics ) 3
Sustainability-focused activities
Digitalization

Leadership & Change

Financial acumen

T S TR SR S RO S
I HIH HH|
~ N

Project management 1 3
Community engagement 1 1 2
Governance 4
Risk management Bl 1 1
Cultural knowledge 1 2 1
Agile methods (e.g. Design thinking) 1 4
Very competent Moderately competent slightly competent [Hll Notatall competent N=5

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses we e combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 15 SMEs' competencies

Looking at the innovation environment of the SMEs, we can see that access to EU funding
and a strong digital infrastructure clearly stand out as the two most frequently cited
strengths, each mentioned by 80% of respondents. This suggests that financial support
mechanisms and reliable digital networks form the backbone of innovation capability in
these regions. Respondents’ emphasis on these two factors underscores their centrality in
enabling SMEs to undertake and sustain new technology-driven initiatives. Nearly as vital,
60% of respondents highlighted the presence of active innovation clusters or hubs and a
skilled workforce in digital and sustainable technologies. These mid-ranked strengths
indicate that localized ecosystems where companies, research organizations, and talent

pools converge play a pivotal role in fostering collaborative innovation and ensuring that
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SMEs have access to the necessary skills for green and digital projects. By comparison,
40% of respondents noted high-quality R&D institutions, reflecting moderate but not
universal confidence in local research excellence. Only 20% of respondents pointed to
strong collaboration among SMEs, universities, and governments as a key environmental
strength, suggesting that formalized triple-helix partnerships remain underdeveloped.
Taken together, these findings highlight clear priorities: building on robust funding
channels and digital foundations, while further strengthening cluster activity, talent

development, and institutional collaboration to round out the innovation landscape.

Access to funding is innovation inducing in
majority of your SMEs’ environments

Question: What are the key strengths of the innovation environment in which your clients operate?

Access to EU funding and grants
Strong digital infrastructure
Active innovation clusters or hubs

Skilled kf in digital and inable technol.

High-quality research and development (R&D) institutions.

Strong collaboration between SMEs, universities and governments

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 16 Key strengths in SMEs' innovation environment

When asked what the most impactful innovation initiatives are supporting SMEs in the
regions, 80% of respondents identify SME-led innovation projects as the most impactful
underscoring the outsized role that firm-driven R&D and internal venture efforts play in
driving tangible results. 60% of respondents also highlight EU-funded programs (for
example, Horizon Europe or Interreg) as critical catalysts, reflecting the significant
leverage that structured grant frameworks provide in scaling collaborative research and
cross-border innovation. 40% of respondents point to regional innovation hubs or clusters,
indicating that localized networks of companies, research centres, and industry actors
contribute meaningfully albeit to a lesser extent to the regional innovation ecosystem.
Similarly, 40% endorse public-private partnerships designed to support SME innovation,

suggesting that formal collaborations between government agencies and private firms
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represent another valuable channel for enabling SME growth and market entry. These
findings collectively emphasize that the strongest innovation drivers are those rooted in
SMEs’ own initiatives, bolstered by EU funding schemes, while intermediary structures such
as clusters and public-private alliances play important but secondary roles. For capacity-
building efforts, this implies prioritizing direct support for SME incubators and acceleration
programs alongside guidance on accessing and leveraging EU funding, while continuing
to foster regional and partnership networks that can amplify and sustain these core

innovation activities.

Strengths of your clients’ innovation

The most impactful initiatives are SME-led
innovation projects

Question: What are the most impactful innovation initiatives supporting SMEs in your region?

SME-led innovation projects 4
EU-funded initiatives (e.g. Horizon Europe, Interreg) 3

Regional innovation hubs or clusters

Public-private partnerships supporting SME innovation

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI {N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Figure 17 Most impactful initiatives for SMEs

As mentioned beforehand, we worked closely with the ARC FUND team to incorporate
questions which would also deliver insights helpful for other tasks, such as Task 1.3 Action
Plans which has a very regional and S3-oriented perspective. Therefore, getting into the
challenges that SMEs face when it comes to fostering innovation and technological
advancements, 100% of respondents identify the mismatch between research outputs
and industry needs as the most critical barrier to innovation, highlighting that academic
work seldom translates into market-ready solutions. 83% point to brain drain, insufficient
support for scaling innovations, and weak digital infrastructure as major impediments,
underscoring that loss of skilled talent, absence of growth pathways, and technological
gaps severely constrain SME advancement. 67% of respondents cite skill shortages and
workforce gaps in key innovation areas, indicating that even with funding and
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infrastructure, companies struggle to find the human capital required for complex
projects. 50% highlight limited access to innovation and research funding, difficulty in
accessing advanced technologies and R&D infrastructure, restricted entry to EU support
programs, and burdensome regulatory and administrative barriers, reflecting systemic
hurdles that slow or block SME innovation. Finally, 33% report that lack of collaboration
between SMEs, universities, research institutions, and policymakers, as well as limited
availability of regional innovation hubs or clusters, further weaken the overall ecosystem.
These lower-frequency but significant challenges emphasize the need to strengthen
networks and expand localized innovation nodes as part of a comprehensive capacity-

building strategy.

SMEs struggle with a wide range of challenges
regarding innovation and tech advancements

Question: What are the biggest challenges your clients face in fostering innovation and technological advancement?

Mismatch between research and industry needs (e.g. research not leading to market-ready solutions) 6
Brain drain (loss of skilled workforce to other regions or industries) | 5
Insufficient support for SMEs in scaling up innovations 5
Weak digital infrastructure (e.g. broadband access, digitalization gaps) 5

Skill shortages and workforce gaps in key innovation areas 4

Limited access to funding for innovation and research projects

Difficulty ing ad d technologies and R&D infrastructure

Limited access to EU funding and support programs

wow W w

Regulatory and administrative barriers (e.g. compli complex application pr

Lack of collaboration between SMEs, universities, research institutions, and policymakers 1 2

Limited availability of regional innovation hubs or clusters 2

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses we e combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 18 SMEs' challenges for innovation and technological advancements

Next, we looked at the innovation support ecosystem for SMEs and asked, if there were any
major gaps identified. 100% of respondents agree that there is insufficient support for SMEs
in scaling their innovations and that knowledge transfer between academia and industry
is limited, highlighting that both the follow-through on research and the hands-on
mechanisms to grow innovations remain critically underdeveloped. 60% identify limited
access to EU funding opportunities and weak alignment with Smart Specialization
Strategy (S3) priorities as major gaps, suggesting that strategic coherence and financial
channels are only partially accessible to companies. Only 20% point to a lack of innovation
hubs or clusters, indicating that while physical and organizational nodes exist, they may
not be leveraged effectively for scaling. When asked to name the top three most critical

challenges, 80% of respondents select insufficient support for scaling innovations, making
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it the single most pressing issue. 60% cite brain drain as their second-ranked concern,
reflecting acute worries about talent loss undermining SME capabilities. 40% identify lack
of access to funding for innovation projects as their third-largest challenge, underlining
ongoing barriers in securing the necessary resources to bring ideas to market. All in all,
these findings underscore a clear priority order: tackling the systemic gap in scaling
support must come first, followed by concerted efforts to retain and attract skilled
personnel, and then streamlined access to innovation financing. Addressing these three
dimensions will be essential to transform the ecosystem from one where SMEs launch

ideas into one where they can sustainably grow and commercialize them.

Majority of SMEs are missing additional
support in scaling their innovations

Question: To the best of your knowledge are there any major gaps in the

innovation support ecosystem for SMEs? TOP 3 most critical challenges

Insufficient support for SMEs
in scaling their innovations Insufficient support for SMEs

in scaling their innovations

Limited knowledge transfer

between academia and industry Bl

Limited access to EU Brain drain
funding opportunities (loss of skilled workforce)

Weak alignment with b
Smart Specialization Strategy (53) priorities

Lack of access to funding for innovation projects 2
Lack of innovation hubs or clusters 1

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses were combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIASI (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

- ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 19 Challenges in SMEs' innovation support ecosystems

Paying special attention to the S3 priorities, 80% of respondents identify digital
transformation, sustainable innovation, smart manufacturing & Industry 4.0, and health &
well-being as the most relevant priorities for their SMEs. This high level of endorsement
underscores a clear focus on leveraging advanced digital tools, green technologies,
robotics, 10T, and biotech solutions to drive regional innovation agendas. 60% of
respondents highlight agri-food & bioeconomy and creative industries & cultural
innovation as important S3 areas, indicating substantial interest in precision agriculture,
sustainable food systems, digital media, and creative entrepreneurship. 40% single out
deep tech innovation such as Al, blockchain, and quantum computing while only 20% cite
social innovation & community engagement and tourism. These results suggest a strong
consensus around green and digital transitions, with secondary interest in sector-specific

and emerging technologies, and lower emphasis on social or tourism-driven innovation.
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The significance of the green and digital
transition also shows in the S3 priorities

Question: Which Smart Specialization Priorities (S3) are the most relevant to your clients?

Digital transformation (e.g. adoption of digital tools, Al, automation)

Sustainable innovation (e.g., green technologies, circular y, energy efficiency)

Smart manufacturing and Industry 4.0 (e.g., robotics, loT, advanced materials)

L

Health and well-being (e.g., med-tech, digital health solutions, biotech innovation)
Agri-food and bioeconomy (e.g., precision agriculture, sustainable food systems) 3
Creative industries and cultural innovation (e.g., digital media, creative entrepreneurship) 3

Deep tech innovation (e.g., Al, blockchain, quantum computing, biotech) 2

Social innovation and community engagement (e.g., inclusive busii models, social enterprises) 1

Tourism 1

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses we e combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 20 Most relevant S3 Priorities

Now, what does it take to actually align with those S3 priorities? 100% of respondents
indicate that SMEs need the most support in securing funding for innovation projects and
in strengthening collaboration between stakeholders, highlighting these as top priorities
for aligning with S3 objectives. 80% of respondents point to capacity building and training
for SMEs as well as regulatory support for innovation, emphasizing the need for both skill-
development and smoother compliance frameworks. 60% of respondents identify access
to advanced technologies as a key support areqa, suggesting that while technology
availability is important, it ranks below financial and collaborative imperatives. Only 20% of
respondents single out improving digital infrastructure as a critical support need,
indicating that basic connectivity is less of a barrier compared with funding, collaboration,
and regulatory issues. Overall, these findings reinforce the central role of financial
resources and ecosystem partnerships in driving SME alignment with Smart Specialization
priorities, while also underscoring the importance of targeted capacity-building and
regulatory assistance to complement technological access and digital infrastructure
improvements.
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All SMEs need the most support in funding
and collaboration to align with S3 priorities

Question: In which areas do your clients need the most support to align with $3 priorities?

Funding for innovation projects 5
Strengthening collaboration between stakeholders 5
Capacity building and training for SMEs 4
Regulatory support for innovation 4
Access to advanced technologies 3

Improving digital infrastructure 1

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses we e combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 21 Alignment with S3 Priorities

To gather further details, we asked which specific actions should be included in future
support programs to address the aforementioned challenges and 100% of respondents
agree that future support programs must include actions to increase funding
opportunities for SMEs and to strengthen collaboration between SMEs, universities, and
government, highlighting these as the top two priorities. 80% endorse providing training on
digital and sustainable technologies, underscoring the need for targeted capacity-
building in emerging tech. 60% call for the development of regional innovation hubs or
clusters, while 40% suggest aligning regional policies with S3 priorities as essential steps.
When it comes to resource needs, 100% of respondents identify financial resources such
as grants and subsidies as most critical. 80% also point to the necessity of technical
expertise (e.g. consultants, trainers) and access to EU funding programs, as well as
collaboration with other regions or EU projects. Only 40% consider regulatory support from
government bodies important, and a mere 20% highlight political stability, suggesting that
while systemic governance factors matter, immediate gaps lie primarily in funding and

expert-driven implementation support.
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SMEs can be supported through financial
resources as well as expertise

Question: Which specific actions should be included in future Question: Which types of resources or support are most
support programs to address SME challenges? needed to implement these actions?
Financial resources
Increase funding opportunities for SMEs. 5

(e.g. grants, subsidies)

Technical expertise 2
Strengthen collaboration between 5 (e.g- consultants, trainers)

SMEs, universities and government B
] Access to EU funding programs 4
Provide training programs

on digital and sustainable technologies Collaboration with other regions

or EU projects

Develop regional innovation hubs or clusters 3 Regulatory support from
government bodies 2
Align regional policies with $3 priorities 2 Political stability 1

N=5; multiple responses possible

Please note: for the sake of analysis per organisation, the following responses we e combined for
calculation purposes:

-DIZ (N=2) and TUIAS! (N=1) were combined to 1 averaged response

-ARCFUND (N=2) were averaged to 1 response

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 22 Support actions for SMEs

Through this extensive questionnaire we were able to achieve our objectives of identifying
existing competencies within the consortium partners, but also their SMEs, highlighting
regional strengths and gaps as well as gaining insights into concrete actions to further
develop tailored trainings as well as to feed into the action plans. All of this data acquired
through this mapping serve as the basis for building the consortium’s training programs
in the next and final step.

3.3 Developing customized training programs

The overall analysis of the questionnaire served as a good basis to understand the
general picture in the consortium, specifically looking into the consortium partners’ skill
sets, their SMEs’ competencies and also the regional innovation environments. In this
section, we will dive deeper into the individual results of each consortium organisation
and then into the final training programs. We analysed each consortium organisation’s
inputs separately (and again some inputs had to be averaged due to multiple responses)
to arrive at a list of prioritizations regarding innovation-related topics. As each consortium
training is planned for 2 days, we had to prioritize and see which topics or in some cases
combinations of topics would be most beneficial to the partner, but also to the SMEs at a
later stage (starting 2026). The train-the-trainer approach will come into fruition, once the
consortium partners received their trainings till end of July 2025 and will then go on to

organize trainings with SMEs directly, passing on the learnings from this training and the
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contents we share and learn ourselves till then. For the sake of data input and visualization
of data we used a tool of ours that comprises the innovation management related
questions and shows the gaps between the skill sets present in the business advisor, i.e.
the consortium partner and the SME base as their clients. As mentioned earlier, we worked
with the approach looking into what the business advisors are knowledgeable and
capable of, comparing that to what the SMEs’ focus points are, what they are
knowledgeable and capable of. Therefore, we used a simple yet macro-programd excel
file to insert the partners’ individual inputs and see the gaps needed for prioritization.
Thresholds in the gaps identify the urgency of support, thus helping us to finalize a list of
needed support in order of prioritization. In this ‘tool’, previous IMP*ROVE training
experience is also asked, which then is taken into account when prioritizing the innovation
topics for further support. We should also note that in this exercise we eliminated the
topics of innovation culture and enabling innovation factors for the purpose of this
mapping, simply because these topics are inherent in any of our trainings already,
therefore we evaluated that these sections would add additional questions with little to no

value for the analysis. Thus, all partners have N/A in the tool for these sections.

3.3.1 ARC FUND

Starting with our Bulgarian partner ARC FUND, it is to be noted that we received two
responses from them, therefore results were averaged to arrive at one coherent response
for analysis purposes. In the figure below we graphically present the gaps between which
skills the business advisor is confident in, and which skills are needed to support the SMEs
depending on how they operate or what they put significance to. This is the
aforementioned gap analysis, showing where the need really lies. Thus, if the significance
in a certain topic is very low and the matching business advisor’s skill set is low as well, we
would not prioritize this field for the training support as the significance for the SME is very
low. However, if we notice that the significance is high, yet the business advisor’s skill set is
matching very low, then that would be alarming and reason to give this topic the most
urgent priority. Along this logic, the results figure shows the training that would
accommodate those gaps and what the urgency would be for the respective training.
Thus, for the ARC FUND team the highest priority would be given to the “Introduction to the
IMP:ROVE Approach” training, which is our innovation management assessment tool
which helps dive deeper into the structures of an organisation in terms of innovation
management and benchmark against a database of 8,000 companies globally. This tool
is ISO compliant and has proven to be a great analysis tool to review the company’s
processes and derive data-driven recommendations for long-term improvements and
foster growth. As this specific training is a very comprehensive tool training including the
framework of innovation and its management (‘what is innovation and how do we foster

it?") it would bring great benefits to the ARC FUND team. However, we are organizing
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separate webinar series for the whole consortium based on these tool trainings starting in
May 2025. The reason is that while we want the consortium training days to be tailored to
the consortium partners individually, the tool trainings will be beneficial to all of them
regardless of their skill sets in different areas. The intention is to teach the consortium the
framework of each of our assessments — as we have several, dedicated to different
thematic focus points, such as the mentioned innovation management, but then also
digitalization and sustainability, so that they can use them freely with their SMEs later on in
the project, depending on their needs. Each of the assessments deliver a tailored
benchmarking report, identifying great potentials for further improvements in comparison
to competitors. Thus, the series will be organized by us for all of the consortium members
as we see the significance across the consortium. If we move on to the training topics that
reveal a ‘'medium’ need, those would be “Open Innovation”, “Introduction to business
advisor skills”, “How to win SMEs for innovation management support services” and “Action
Plan Development”. Evidently, these trainings would be the ones to consider more in depth
for constructing the ARC FUND training. Strikingly, the responses showed well advanced
skills in the fields of innovation strategy, lifecycle management processes and business
mode innovation. These areas were said to be of mid to high significance and
competence on their SMEs’ side, thus we detect a ‘low need’ for additional training support
as the respondents are already skilled beyond the need suitable to their SMEs. In order to
then decide on certain training topics, we considered the contents, dependencies and the
learnings from each of those trainings and what the impact would be also looking ahead
when we think about the trainings that are to be planned with SMEs next year. Therefore,
the advisor skills trainings, such as “Introduction to business advisor skills”, “How to win
SMEs for innovation management support services” would not be the most suitable for the
SMEs to receive from the consortium members. Finally, we arrived at the decision to create
a training focusing on the topics of “Open Innovation” and include “Action Plan
Development” as thematically it would create a valuable and yet well-structured flow of
the training but also allows for further impactful support later on when conducting the
training themselves. Below you can find the ARC FUND team's results in the section of

innovation management:
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KEARMEY IMP°ROVE

Results

Innovation strategy
Organlastion
Inn ovation culturs

External Innovation collaboration
Parspectives:
Inncvation development procesass =

Lsunch and continous Improvement processss
Ensbling Innovation factors

Business model Innovation
“MiA 1 2 3 4 5

Low High
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IMP*ROYE E-learnings Recommendation .
There is a great need for support.
Pemauing cultural barriers E-learming Mot applicable Medium There is a support need
e = e o There iz no immediate support need.
N ou haue alteady paricipated in that g srd
Intraductian to innowation management . . - "
Mot applicable received a "high” recommendation.
Innwation strategy dewelopment Low Mot applicable | Atlesst one answeris selected as Mot spplicable”
N N 7ou haue alteady paricipated in that nduidual
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hiot applic able Coaching alreadytaken | coaching
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Medium
How towin an SMES For innowation management support semvices Medium
Action plan development Medium
IMP*ROYE tools trainings Recommendation
Introduction to the IMProve approach
Intraductian to the digital innowation quatient .
Mot applicable
Individual one on one coaching sessions Recommendation
Individual coaching For elasing the project e
Individual coaching For arganisation -
Individual coaching For launch and continous improvement processes .
Individual coaching for enabling factors Nt applicable

Figure 23 ARC FUND Innovation Management Results

During the project kick-off in January 2025 in lasi, Romania, the consortium partner
Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible kindly offered to contribute to the training programs in
order to pass on further knowledge and expertise regarding the topic of sustainability as it
is well known that many SMEs still struggle with incorporating sustainable measures into
their business processes or even lack comprehensive knowledge altogether. Therefore, we
are blocking out 3 hours of time for each of the training programs to accommodate the
sustainability section. Based on this composition, we arrived at the following agenda for
ARC FUND:
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Agenda Day 1

Welcome and introduction to the training

DD = e Welcome, expectations and objectives

10:30 — 11:30  Introduction to open innovation

11:30 — 12:00 Mapping open innovation — understanding the structure, control points, and innovation
: : opportunities

12:00 — 13:00 Lunch break

13:00 — 13:30 Identifying the right partners — which type of partners can help you to drive innovation for
. . your ambition, per focus area and innovation process step

13:30 — 14:30 Breakout session and discussion: IMP*ROVE innovation partner radar
Open Innovation

14:30 — 15:15 Designing value propositions to attract ‘dream team’ partners
15:15 - 16:00 Reaching out, selecting innovation partners, and collaborating

16:00 — 16:15 Summary of learnings, wrap -up and outlook

1 KEARNEY IMPROVE Source: IMP°ROVE, 2025

Figure 24 ARC FUND Training Agenda Day 1

Agenda Day 2 09:00 - 09:15 Welcome and introduction to Day 2

09:15 - 09:45  Structured problem -solving for effective action plan development

09:45 — 10:15 Introduction to break-out session “structured problem -solving” based on IMA report

10:15 — 11:15 Break-out session (Part I): “Structured problem -solving” — Development of 2 -3
hypothesises and finding supportive facts

11:15 — 12:15 Break-out session (Part Il): “Structured problem -solving” — Development of conclusions
and recommendations

12:15 — 12:45 Visualisation of cases

12:45 - 13:00 Wrap-up and Q&A

Action Plan Development 13:00 — 14:00 Lunch break

with focus on Innovation

2 KEARNEY IMPROVE

Figure 25 ARC FUND Training Agenda Day 2 (1/2)
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Agenda (Day 2) Sustainability Training
14:00 — 14:20 Concept of Sustainability
Sustainability in the SMEs

14:20 — 14:35 Circular Economy
14:35 — 14:50 Breakout session: Circular Economy - “The Infinite Loop”
14:50 — 15:15 Sustainable Technology

Sustainable Agriculture

15:15 — 15:30 Breakout session: Technology for Sustainability in the Agri-Food Sector

10 min Coffee break
15:40 — 15:50 Sustainable Business Model Canvas

Sustainability in the SMEs 15:50 — 16:30 Breakout session: Sustainable Business Model Canvas
16:30 — 16:45 Results breakout session

16:45 — 17:00 Summary of learnings & wrap -up — Day 2

3 KEARNEY IMPROVE

Figure 26 ARC FUND Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

Generally speaking, once we had compiled the preliminary agendas for every consortium
partner, we sent it to them to discuss any open points, questions or requests for
adaptations. However, all partners agreed with the agenda and no changes were needed.
The same goes for the ARC FUND team.

3.3.2 Digital Innovation Zone and Technical University of lasi

With the Coordinator Digital Innovation Zone (DIZ) and the Technical University of lasi
(TUIASI) we have another exception to the rule of one response per partner. We received
two responses from the DIZ team and one from the TUIASI team, thus we averaged a total
of 3 responses to arrive at one ‘voice'. Both partners reside in the same city, thus it is most
efficient to view them as one combined respondent and also to plan one collaborative
training program covering both partners. The results show that the highest priorities
should be given to the trainings “Introduction to business advisor skills”, “Action Plan
Development” and “Introduction to the IMP*ROVE Approach”, which again will be
conducted through an additional webinar series, thus can be excluded from the training
program for this partner. As we can see, following the responses the most emphasis was
put on topics related to advisor skills, i.e. how to attract new clients, but also how to help
them with data-driven analyses, drawing conclusions and deriving recommendations.
These were followed by medium priority, which are topics such as “Innovation Strategy
Development”, “Open Innovation”, and “Innovation lifecycle management processes”, all
of which are in the field of innovation management skills specifically. These modules
address the practical mechanics of guiding SMEs through strategic design, collaborative

ideation, structured process implementation, client-engagement tactics, and iterative
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project support, therefore are also highly linked to what kind of skills a business advisor
should bring to the table when working with SMEs. They must learn how to craft robust
innovation strategies, introduce SMEs to external partners and ecosystems, manage
stage-gate or agile workflows, and win buy-in from hard-to-reach SME leaders. Within the
same field of expertise, we found that the respondents are already adequately skilled in
“Business Model Innovation” and thus have a low need for additional support.

KEARMEY [MP ROVE

Results
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Innovation culture
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Individual coaching For launch and continous improvement processes
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Figure 27 DIZ/TUIASI Innovation Management Results

Now, while we took the results of the questionnaire heavily into consideration for drafting
the training program, we did not follow them point by point as we had to also consider the
context. As the tools will be introduced in a separate webinar series, the “Introduction to
the IMP:ROVE Approach” training will not be included in the training program. In initial
discussions with the DIZ and TUIASI team, it was brought to our attention that they are very
active in raising awareness for the project with SMEs and that they would like to involve

SMEs as early as possible. Thus, they wished to invite SMEs to the consortium training as
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well. Taking into account the heterogenous group of participants, we decided that the
business advisor-focused training topics would not be suitable with SMEs present as those
trainings focus on how to best support SMEs and what kind of methodologies, frameworks
and activities to apply in order to successfully ‘win over’ SMEs. We decided that this kind of
training would not be as beneficial for the SMEs as it would be for the consortium partners
themselves. Therefore, we opted for the ‘medium’ need training topic, “Innovation Strategy
Development”. The main rationale behind choosing this training was that SMEs seem to
struggle with not only setting up an innovation strategy, but doing so efficiently and, more
importantly, comprehensively. Setting up such a strategy that ideally grows company-
wide is not a simple task, thus SMEs would benefit from the support of skilled business
advisors, such as our consortium partners to do so. Therefore, we decided to focus the
consortium training on the topic of “Innovation Strategy Development” and combine it

with the sustainability training by the Santa Cruz team again. This leads us to the following

agenda:
Agenda (Day 1) 10:00 — 10:30 | Welcome and introduction to the workshop
10:30 — 11:15 | The direction-setting role of innovation strategies within innovation management
11:15 — 11:30 | Convincing SMEs to think about the distant future — with leading examples, “former”
companies, and a view on the competitive environment

10 min | Coffee break

11:40 — 12:00 | 10 steps to develop an innovation strategy — An overview
12:00 — 12:30 | Step 1: Trend analysis

12:30 — 13:00 | Breakout session: Trend analysis

13:00 - 14:00 | Lunch break

Innovation Strategy 14:00 — 14:30 | Presentation and discussion of breakout session results
Development

14:30 — 15:30 | Step 2: Customer needs analysis
Step 3: Competitor and technology watch

Step 4: Ambition analysis

10 min | Coffee break
15:40 — 16:20 | Breakout session: Customer needs analysis

16:20 — 16:45 | Presentation and discussion of breakout session results

16:45 — 17:00 | Summary of learnings & wrap-up day 1
1 KEARNEY IMPROVE

Figure 28 DIZ/TUIASI Training Agenda Day 1
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Agenda (Day 2)

Innovation Strategy
Development

2 KEARNEY IMPROVE

09:00 - 09:15

09:15 — 09:45

09:45 -10:15

10:15 — 11:00

11:00 — 12:15

12:15 - 13:00

13:00 — 14:00

Welcome and introductionto Day 2
Step 5: Innovation lifecycle analysis
Step 6: Competency assessment

Defining the innovation strategy
Step 7: Vision and mission

| Breakout session: Vision and mission incl. discussion

Step 8: Search fields
Step 9: Competence Roadmap
Step 10: Business case

| Discussion on Steps 8-10 and Q&A

Lunch break

Figure 29 DIZ/TUIASI Training Agenda Day 2 (1/2)

Agenda (Day 2)

Sustainability in the SMEs

3 KEARNEY IMPROVE

14:00 — 14:20

14:20 — 14:35

14:35 — 14:50

14:50 — 15:15

15:15 — 15:30

10 min

15:40 — 15:50

15:50 — 16:30

16:30 — 16:45

16:45 — 17:00

Sustainability Training
IConcept of Sustainability
Sustainability in the SMEs

Circular Economy

Breakout session: Circular Economy - “The Infinite Loop”

Sustainable Technology
Sustainable Agriculture

Breakout session: Technology for Sustainability in the Agri-Food Sector

|Coffee break

Sustainable Business Model Canvas

Breakout session: Sustainable Business Model Canvas

Results breakout session

Summary of learnings & wrap -up — Day 2

Figure 30 DIZ/TUIASI Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

Please note that during finalizing the preparations for this training to take place on April
29-30, 2025, we were notified that the DIZ/TUIASI team decided to leave out the SMEs after
all, as we had suggested to invite very few — if any- simply to avoid any repetition to the
upcoming SME trainings next year and to stay equally fair to the SMEs who have to go
through the open call this year in order to receive trainings from us. Thus, in the actual

training, we might include discussions around ‘what makes a good business advisor’ to
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address the previously defined needs since now the group has developed into a

homogenous group of business advisors only without any SMEs at this early stage.

3.3.2 Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible

In the questionnaire we received one response from our Spanish partner Fundacién Santa
Cruz Sostenible, thus no averaging of results was needed. The Santa Cruz team matrix
highlights a strong emphasis on the medium-priority trainings, with fewer low-priority
trainings. The intensity of medium-priority trainings signals a clear, but not urgent support
need. These would be on the topics of “Innovation lifecycle management processes”,
“Introduction to business advisor skills”, “How to win SMEs for innovation management
support services”, “Action Plan Development” and again “Introduction to the IMP*ROVE
Approach”. Since there are no skills deemed of dire need for training support, we focused

on the medium-priority training topics.
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Figure 31 Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible Innovation Management Results
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While all topics of the advisor skills trainings seem to be of medium priority, we strayed
away from them and rather focused on the Innovation Management skills training with
the same rating, i.e. Innovation lifecycle management processes. The reason lies behind
the special positioning of this esteemed consortium partner: The Fundacion Santa Cruz
Sostenible is different to the other partners with regards to its strong and almost exclusive
ties to the public authorities. The foundation is a public municipal foundation and is
funded through the City Council. This implies that inevitably, they do not take up the
typical ‘advisor’ role, where they actively have to find and recruit SMEs to generate
business. Thus, we deprioritized the advisor skills trainings and decided on the Innovation
Management training instead. Furthermore, due to their very extensive expertise in
everything related to sustainability, we incorporated an in-depth work session into the
second day of the 2-day training to familiarize them with our sustainability-focused
assessment tool, the Corporate Sustainability Navigator, running a database of currently
over 700 validated benchmarking datasets. While all our tools including this one will be
presented in the planned webinar series, we will dedicate the second training day to
diving deeper into the structure of this assessment tool specifically, the impact and how
to analyze its results, which then can be efficiently paired with the foundation’s other tools

and practices when working with SMEs.

Agenda (day 1) 10:00 — 10:15 Welcome and introduction to the training course
10:15 - 10:30 5 steps to excel with innovation life cycle management

Step 1: Mapping the innovation life cycle

(U=S0ERI0ES (“what happens in which stage ”)

. § Step 2: Developing strategic focus for process activities
S =HY (“what areas are in focus”)
11:00 — 11.45 Breakout session and discussion: the process strategy chessboard

Step 3: Fostering idea creation and selection

izl =124 (“how are ideas created”)

12:45 - 13:45 Lunch break

Innovation Life Cycle 13:45 — 14:30 Breakout session: idea management techniques including discussion
Management Processes

14:30 — 15:30 Step 4: Fostering the development and phasing out process
. : (“how to turn ideas into new/ better offerings — and when to phase -out offerings”)

15:30 — 16:30 %tep 5: Developing enabling factors .
(“how to measure and enhance the process”)

16:30 — 16:45 Summary of learnings and wrap -up

Agenda

1 KEARNEY IMP'ROVE

Figure 32 Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible Training Agenda Day 1
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Welcome and introduction
Agenda Day 2 09:00-09:30  — Welcome back and Recap
— Introduction to the topic and role of the consultant

Raising awareness part 1: Understanding sustainability in the international context
09:30 — 10:15 — Overview on the most prominent international frameworks and standards
— Breakout session: Applying the frameworks

Raising awareness part 2: Examining sustainability as a lever for innovation
10:15 - 11:00 — The relationship between sustainability and innovation
— Guesstimate: the integration of sustainability

Garnering interest: Case examples from industry:
11:00 - 12:00 — Adeep dive into the textile industry
— Breakout session: examples from your industry

12:00 - 13:00 Lunch break

Generating desire part 1: Overview on using IMP°ROVE tools

Introduction to 13:00 - 13:15 — Overview on the IMP?*ROVE Corporate Sustainability Navigator Tool
sustainability-driven — Positioning the tool in the IMP*ROVE Process

innovation management Generating desire part 2: Conducting the Corporate Sustainability Navigator Tool
and tools 1315 15:00  ~ Using the IMP*ROVE platform

— Breakout session: The case study
— Interpreting the results of the tool

Spurring to action: Developing r i for your client
15:00 — 15:30 — How to generate and read the report
— Preparing for your feedback workshop

15:30 — 15:45 Wrap-up and outlook on further IMP*ROVE support on sustainability

2 KEARNEY IMPROVE Source: IMP°ROVE

Figure 33 Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible Training Agenda Day 2

3.3.3 Institute of Entrepreneurship Development (iED)

We have already worked with our Greek consortium partner iED in the scope of another
project, which also entailed innovation management trainings. Therefore, we also took
into account their previous training experience with us when filling out the simple excel
tool so to avoid any exact repetitions. In the case of iED we can see that we have several
medium-priority training topics, but no high-priority training topics. These include: “Open
Innovation”, “Business model innovation”, “Introduction to business advisor skills”, “How to
win SMEs for innovation management support services”, “Action Plan Development” and
“Introduction to the IMP*ROVE Approach”. These modules represent the most pressing
trainings needs, as they collectively address collaborative ideation, revenue-model
design, core advisor capabilities and alignment with the IMP*’ROVE methodology, i.e.

assessment-driven analysis.
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Figure 34 iED Innovation Management Results

Knowing this, we also looked into the extensive history of IMP*ROVE trainings with iED and
noticed that majority of trainings were already completed. Therefore, we thought about
the indication that the clustering of these training topics suggests. The skill needed seems
to be a combination of advisory skills, i.e. questions of how to approach SMEs, how to
guide them, etc. and also data analysis, i.e. how to read data, how to draw conclusions
and derive recommendations and ultimately how to support SMEs in implementing
change. Thus, we decided to combine the topics of “Business advisor skills” and “Action
Plan Development” with focus on innovation management. This means, in this training,
participants would work with real data from our Innovation Management benchmarking
report and practice their data analysis and deduction skills using those. This combination
of training topics addresses the major trends in the mapping and tackles both the
advisory skills as well as the analytical skills and builds well on top of the previous training

experience. The second training day concludes with the Sustainability training provided by
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the Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible colleagues again. Thus, the final agenda is as

follows:

Agenda Day 1

Business Advisor Skills

Agenda

1

KEARNEY

IMP?ROVE

10:00 — 10:30

10:30 — 11:00

11:00 — 11:45

11:45 - 12:15

12:15 - 13:00
13:00 — 14:00
14:00 — 14:30
14:30 — 15:15

15:15 - 15:30

15:30 — 16:30

16:40 — 17:00

Figure 35 iED Training Agenda Day 1

Agenda Day 2

Action Plan Development
with focus on Innovation

2

KEARNEY

IMP?ROVE

09:00 - 09:15
09:15 — 09:45
09:45 - 10:15
10:15 - 11:15
11:15 - 12:15
12:15 - 12:45
12:45 - 13:00
13:00 - 14:00

Welcome and Introduction

What makes great advisers? Overview and discussion of key business advisor skills

Breakout session Individual reflection on measures to develop your business advisor
skills

Selecting + engaging clients

Breakout session: Selecting + engaging clients
Lunch

Interviewing for success

Break out session on interviewing
Communicating to clients

Breakout session: Communicating with clients

Wrap-up and Outlook

Welcome and introductionto Day 2

Structured problem -solving for effective action plan development
Introduction to break-out session “structured problem -solving” based on IMA report
Break-out session (Part I): “Structured problem -solving” — Development of 2 -3

hypothesises and finding supportive facts

Break-out session (Part Il): “Structured problem -solving” — Development of conclusions
and recommendations

Visualisation of cases
Wrap-up and Q&A

Lunch break

Figure 36 iED Training Agenda Day 2 (1/2)
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Agenda (Day 2) Sustainability Training
14:00 — 14:20 Concept of Sustainability
Sustainability in the SMEs

14:20 — 14:35 Circular Economy
14:35 — 14:50 Breakout session: Circular Economy - “The Infinite Loop”
14:50 — 15:15 Sustainable Technology

Sustainable Agriculture

15:15 — 15:30 Breakout session: Technology for Sustainability in the Agri-Food Sector

10 min Coffee break
15:40 — 15:50 Sustainable Business Model Canvas

Sustainability in the SMEs 15:50 — 16:30 Breakout session: Sustainable Business Model Canvas
16:30 — 16:45 Results breakout session

16:45 — 17:00 Summary of learnings & wrap -up — Day 2

3 KEARNEY IMPROVE

Figure 37 iED Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

3.3.4 Latvian Technological Center (LTC)

Last, but definitely not least we will take a look at our Latvian colleague Latvian
Technological Center (LTC). We have also worked with LTC on several different projects in
the past, thus they are the most advanced consortium partner when it come to our
IMP*ROVE training experience. Therefore, it is not surprising that we see no high-priority
training topics in the results of the questionnaire, but rather some topics with medium-
priority, which are: “Innovation Lifecycle Management Processes”, “Business Model
Innovation”, “Introduction to business advisor skills”, “Action Plan Development” and
“individual coaching for launch and continuous improvement processes”. Furthermore,
some additional trainings are flagged as low-priority trainings, such as “Innovation
Strategy Development”, “Open Innovation”, “How to win SMEs for innovation management
support services” and “individual coaching for organisation”. We can see that the LTC
team is already quite advanced in many areas of innovation management, seeing that

no topics are flagged as urgent.
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Figure 38 LTC Innovation Management Results

Looking into the history of IMP*ROVE trainings that LTC has already successfully concluded,
we noticed that they had already concluded most of our trainings. Thus, we wanted to
create a training program with little to no overlap. Therefore, we decided to focus on the
topic of sustainability as that had not been touched upon in the previous trainings and is
of strong significance, not only for LTC, but for the whole consortium in general. Therefore,
we will further look into and intensively work with our sustainability-focused assessment,
the Corporate Sustainability Navigator (CSN), followed by the topics of action plan
development based on the results of such an assessment, i.e. answering questions such
as: How to draw conclusions from the CSN, how to interpret the numbers, what does that
specifically mean for the SME, how can we devise conclusions for implementing
sustainability in a feasible manner for the SME, and finalizing the training with the section
by Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible talking about how to raise awareness for

sustainability within SMEs and how to build sustainable business model innovations as a
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result. As LTC as a consortium partner is already quite advanced and has access to a high
level of skill sets in different areas, we want to move away from the theoretical frameworks
a bit and rather focus on the ‘doing’ and have them work with real-life data and move
towards the implementation. While for majority of the consortium members, the train-the-
trainer approach means that the contents of this consortium training series will be further
presented to SMEs in the form of a training next year, for LTC we plan to take a slightly
different route. As this training program is more focused on what LTC themselves can do
and how they can support their SMEs further in the field of sustainability, conducting the
exact same training with SMEs next year would not be beneficial. Therefore, we will tap into
their previous training experience and rather focus on topics, such as “Innovation Strategy
Development” and “Business Model Innovation”, which would be closer to the SME’s day-
to-day life rather than how to draw conclusions from our assessments. Furthermore, the
plan for the consortium partners and also the reason why we introduce the additional
webinar series in the first place, is that the consortium partners will go through our
assessments together with the SMEs anyhow to use that data for a more customized
support in addition to the trainings. Therefore, teaching the SMEs how to do an action plan
based on our assessments brings no value to them, as the consortium members will be
the ones to do this advisory work for them while also conducting valuable trainings on
different topics with them. Of course, in general we will revisit the training contents for the
SMEs in the process of this year as we publish the open call and get a glimpse of what
kind of SMEs are applying. This means, we will not necessarily stick to the current training
topics that the consortium partners are receiving but might deviate and generate other or
additional content for the partners to conduct with the SMEs accordingly. In those cases,
we will of course onboard the consortium partners in additional topics to prepare them
accordingly for conducting the trainings with SMEs. Furthermore, if need be, IMP*ROVE will

also join the SME trainings where relevant.
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Agenda Day 1

Key success factors in
raising awareness and

examining sustainability
within clients

1 KEARNEY IMP'ROVE

10:00 — 10:30
10:30 — 11:10
11:10 — 11:25

11:25 — 11:45

11:45 - 12:45

12:45 — 14:00

14:00 — 15:40
15:40 - 16:10
16:10 — 16:30

Source: IMP°ROVE, 2025

Figure 39 LTC Training Agenda Day 1

Agenda Day 2

Action Plan Development
with focus on Innovation

2 KEARNEY IMP'ROVE

09:00 - 09:15
09:15 — 09:45
09:45 - 10:15
10:15 - 11:15

11:15-12:15

12:15 - 12:45
12:45 — 13:00
13:00 - 14:00

Welcome and introduction to the training
— Welcome, expectations and objectives
— Introduction to the topic and role of the consultant

Whom to address
— Breakout session: Identifying whom to address

How to address a potential client
— Promote

How to address a potential client
— Prepare: Examining the industry

Lunch break

How to address a potential client
— Breakout session: Prepare: Examining the client

How to address a potential client
— Meet: Overview on structure
— Breakout session: Meet: Applying the structure with a client

Rolling out your sustainability support services
— Breakout session: Planning your next steps

Wrap-up and outlook

— Wrap-up and final Q&A

— Outlook on further IMP*ROVE support offerings
— Opportunity for feedback

Welcome and introductionto Day 2

Structured problem -solving for effective action plan development
Introduction to break-out session “structured problem -solving” based on IMA report
Break-out session (Part |): “Structured problem -solving” — Development of 2 -3

hypothesises and finding supportive facts

Break-out session (Part Il): “Structured problem -solving” — Development of conclusions
and recommendations

Visualisation of cases
Wrap-up and Q&A

Lunch break

Figure 40 LTC Training Agenda Day 2(1/2)

50



* K
* *
* *

Agenda (Day 2) Sustainability Training
14:00 — 14:20 Concept of Sustainability
Sustainability in the SMEs

14:20 — 14:35 Circular Economy
14:35 — 14:50 Breakout session: Circular Economy - “The Infinite Loop”
14:50 — 15:15 Sustainable Technology

Sustainable Agriculture

15:15 — 15:30 Breakout session: Technology for Sustainability in the Agri-Food Sector

10 min Coffee break
15:40 — 15:50 Sustainable Business Model Canvas

Sustainability in the SMEs 15:50 — 16:30 Breakout session: Sustainable Business Model Canvas
16:30 — 16:45 Results breakout session

16:45 — 17:00 Summary of learnings & wrap -up — Day 2

3 KEARNEY IMPROVE

Figure 41 LTC Training Agenda Day 2 (2/2)

4. Outlook

This task is highly interlinked with Work Package 2 Skills Development, which will put the
analytical findings of this task into practice. In an effort of timely planning, we had already
defined the training dates for each of the partners in February. All the consortium trainings
will be finalized by June, which still leaves enough time for preparing the reporting due
end of July for Deliverable 2.1 Consortium group training documentation. The first webinar
as mentioned above focusing on the IMP°ROVE assessments is scheduled to take place
May 13. More dates for this series will follow upon alignment of availabilities. The intention
of this webinar series is to host several of these to ensure that consortium partners can
flexibly join and do not ‘miss out’. Furthermore, we intend to conduct a comprehensive
training journey, which means that consortium partners (and SMEs later on) will be taken
care of throughout the whole project and not only for the trainings as they take place. We
strive to have the consortium members grow during the project lifetime and feel
empowered in also applying their learnings when working with SMEs. Therefore, we intend
to offer individual coachings as well, if need be, especially when training the SMEs later on.

The specific training dates for the consortium trainings are as follows:

- April 29-30, 2025: Digital Innovation Zone (DIZ) and Technical University of lasi in
lasi, Romania

- May 13-14, 2025: Institute of Entrepreneurship Development (iED) in Larisa, Greece

- May 21-22, 2025: Latvian Technological Center (LTC) in Riga, Latvia
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- June11-12, 2025: Fundacién Santa Cruz Sostenible in Santa Cruz de Tenerife, Spain
- June17-18,2025: ARC FUND in Sofiq, Bulgaria

I U S S
Task 2.1 Regional Innovation AI
Management Training D21
Conducting trainings on-site A A ‘ A ‘

- . = = ~ 7 -_—
with cansortium partners 29-30. Aprl@DIZ/ 13-14 May@IED 21-22 May@LTC 11-12 June@FSCS 17-18 June@ARC
TUIASI
Webinar series for assessments
13. May 2025

Figure 42 Planned Trainings M4-M7

True to the train-the-trainer approach we are following, during the months May to June
we will also start preparing the open call for SMEs to apply for in the late summer/early fall
time. The plan is to have the participating SMEs finalized and confirmed by the end of
October to mid-November, which means the first trainings with SMEs could start
realistically in January 2026. All SME trainings (2 on-site trainings and 1virtual training per
region) will be finished by end of June 2026 at the latest. As mentioned above, while the
consortium trainings build the basis for the later to come SME trainings, they will not be a
100% copy. Once we have a better understanding of the SMEs that are applying in terms of
maturity level, industry focus, S3 priorities, etc. we will cater the training program to those
SMEs accordingly. Therefore, we plan to spend the time between now and January 2026 to
further work on the training materials for the SMEs specifically and also onboard the
consortium partners on the new materials. What we will do on top of that is that we will
prepare the consortium partners also to get familiar with the open call documents
needed for the upcoming I3 calls in May 2025. While this activity was not foreseen in the
initial proposal, we think this is another service that the SMEs would highly appreciate and

that can be leveraged within the frame of this project.

Task 2.2 SME Training Application Fundacion Santa Cruz

Preparation of open call for SMEs

Publication and promotion of
open call

Evaluation and approval
of applications

Extra: Review I3 open call docs
and prepare contents for consortium
webinar

Funded by This project received funding from the European Union through grant
the European Union  agreement no. 101184410

Figure 43 SME Training Application Planning
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Task 2.3 SME Training Phase ! ! ! ! AVPROVE
! ! D22

Preparation of training contents

for SMEs

Conducting 3 SME trainings per
region (2 on-site, 1 virtual)

Searching and selecting
best practice SMEs for peer learning
sessions

Virtual training series incl.
peer learning sessions

Extra: Host webinar for I3 open call
application support - consortium

funding from the European Union through grant

Funded by
the European Union

Figure 44 SME Training Phase Planning
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https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61573497688327
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sustainxproject/about/?viewAsMember=true
https://sustainx.digital-innovation.zone/

