
 

Regional [Health] Innovation [Eco]Systems 

Background information 
For the last twenty years, the systems of innovation approach has proven to be useful analytic framework to 
empirically examine the contexts of innovation (Edquist, 2009). Innovation is ubiquitous in developed economies 
and is characterized by ongoing processes of learning, searching and exploring that results in “new products, net 
techniques, new forms of organization, and new markets” (Lundvall, 2002 as cited in Edquist 1997). 

While the national systems of innovation concept has been embraced by governments, critics maintain that 
researchers must move to a regional or cluster level to better understand the details of why these systems are 
succeeding. In 1935, Tansley introduced the concept of an ecosystem, where the “activities of the community are in 
analysis nothing but the synthesised actions of the components in association”.  Regional innovation ecosystems 
(we’ll refer to them as RIEs but it is not uncommon to see them referred to as regional innovation systems (RIS)) 
refer to the linkages and collaboration between knowledge producing hubs such as universities and public research 
labs within a region, and other regional stakeholders such as the government, innovative firms and the community; 
often associated with  (Carayannis & Rakhmatullin, 2014). The ecosystem also includes community stakeholders, 
and the built environment (such as roads, wireless internet, theatres, restaurants etc.) that contribute to attracting 
and retaining skilled people who contribute to and build the ecosystem. As such the impact of these collaborations 
are not only economic, driving international competitiveness, growth and emphasizing job creation, but also social 
by reducing poverty and improving civil society. 

FAQs 
Is the regional focus important? 

Regional innovation is a nested concept under that of the National Systems of Innovation that emerged in the 1990s 
(Asheim, Smith, & Oughton, 2011). Its embedded nature means that the impact of global and national structures 
and policy on regional innovation is clear, and that technological (i.e. sensor technology, AI) and sectoral innovation 
(i.e. energy, health) are integrated, reliant on and influenced by all three geographic constructs (Fig.1). These 
linkages allow knowledge to spill over between different organizations, increasing a region’s overall innovativeness. 
At the regional level there is a “goldilocks” zone where trusted networks and alliances are most effective yet there 
is sufficient size and infrastructure to effectively attract and retain factors of production (i.e. workers, facilities, 
equipment). 

Regional innovation systems can provide more agile reactions to shifting technology and market conditions (Wolfe, 
2009) and can successfully drive innovation in local areas (Capello, 2013; Carlsson, 2006; iNNOVAHEALTH, 2012; 
Pyka & Janiszewski, 2014; Strand & Leydesdorff, 2013; Yusuf, 2009). Due to the person-embodied nature of 
knowledge transfer, universities are considered an essential element in regional innovation systems and their 
presence is critical for stimulating the formation of clusters, especially in knowledge-intensive industries”  (Bramwell, 
Hepburn, & Wolfe, 2012, p98) 

 



 

  

 

 

Etzkowitz and Klofsten (2005) define “innovating regions” as those that have the capability to move across 
technological paradigms and periodically renew itself through new technologies and firms generated from its 
knowledge base. This is an important component of the long-term success and sustainability RIEs. 

Do RIE’s evolve? 

While some have explored the concept of evolutionary pathways with emerging lifestages or succession similar to 
startups, others consider a more accurate developmental model to be that of a complex system that is adaptable. 
Panarchy, the dualism between stability and change in adaptive systems, is easily invoked at the regional level, as is  
the resilience of a system at the regional level which depends on connectedness between the actors, but not so 
much that it becomes less adaptive (Martin & Sunley, 2011).  

What are the benefits to creating regional innovation ecosystem? 
Paradoxically, while the work has shrunk with the advent of the internet, we continue to see geographic 
concentrations of innovation regionally, sectorally and technologically. They are generally both dependent upon and 
provide fertile ground for entrepreneurial activity. Regional innovation ecosystems such as Boston and Silicon Valley 
in the United States, and Cambridge and London in the U.K. almost without exception have at their foundation an 
entrepreneurial university. Global best practices suggest that building platforms (i.e. innovation hubs, living labs) 
where researchers, industry, users and other stakeholders can come together to build, test support and 
implement/commercialize new technologies is consistent with successful RIEs around the world (Markkula, 2012; 
Markkula & Kune, 2015).  

Innovation in the Health Sector 
Historically, innovation in the health sector involves long lead times, large capital investments to shepherd novel 
products through clinical trials and regulatory approvals, multiple and intersecting horizontal and vertical 
stakeholder interest in process improvements, third party and more involvement in purchasing and payment 
transactions, and high levels of public reporting and scrutiny. Funding constraints in the healthcare system are offset 
by high opportunity for collaboration, low numbers of innovators due to low rates of entry and access to key 
resources, but remarkable productivity and concentration of innovative activities amongst those innovators. 

However, the pressures of an aging population, and diminishing proportional resources to care for them, the rate of 
health and healthcare innovation must accelerate. To accomplish this, we recommend establishing regional health 
innovation ecosystems or RHIEs (McMurray, McNeil, & Sveistrup, 2017) [Fig. 2]. Consistent with the RIE/RIS, and 
with historic organizational models of delivery, the region represents the most useful unit for building innovative 
ecosystems (Marchildon, 2016). The research, industry, government and civil sectors are important collaborators in 
the RHIE, and with infrastructure, knowledge, policy and other beneficial proximities, help to build capabilities and 
skilled workers who can productively innovate to improve quality of life. While user engagement throughout the 
research, development and implementation/commercialization, and strong “communities of fate” (communal goals) 
are facilitating factors, there are numerous barriers such as inflexible public procurement processes, low risk 
tolerance, entrenched guilds and sectoral siloes, evaluation complexity. 
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Figures 

Fig. 1. Relationship between global, national, regional, technological and sectoral systems of   innovation 

 

Source: Frenz & Oughton (2005) in Asheim, Smith, & Oughton (2011) 

 



 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Model of regional health innovation ecosystems 

 

Source: McMurray, McNeil, Sveistrup (2017) 
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This research summary describes the work of the DRiVE project and is funded by the AGEWELL NCE 
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