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1 Looking back and forward
1.1 Mission: Project Europe
Advanced digital technologies are increasingly
After three years, the DIHNET project is coming to
becoming a pivotal technology for our future. The
an end in October 2021. This paper aims to outline
a vision of the future EU DIH community and outline
development and adoption of these technologies
ideas for future direction and priorities to work on.
within our research and industry is well on its way.
The paper can therefore be seen as an ‘aim’ with
However, looking at Europe, it is safe to say that the
which we hope to inspire the community to continue
pace of these activities varies significantly in
discussions and alignment. The paper also outlines
European regions. Europe at large can benefit from
some main lessons learned (procedurally thinking)
a structured European strategy for this research and
from the DIHNET consortium.
adoption. And next to the digital transformation,
the connection to the pandemic and evermore
increasing attention to sustainability is enhancing the need for European alignment and
synchronization of innovation.
Experience shows that an efficient and effective strategy is a balancing act between alignment of
European activities and regional activities. Place-based characteristics are considered crucial to ensure
that innovation can take shape at the regional level, creating jobs, supporting the actual uptake of the
game changing advanced technologies. However, the interregional, pan-European collaboration can
ensure that the extensive capacities and capabilities are available across Europe, ready to be deployed
in the region, in an efficient and effective way.
And this is what “Project Europe” is about. Making use of the investments and efforts in these advance
technologies in all regions which in turn can benefit from those technologies. The following benefits
can be seen from European collaboration:1
•
•
•
•
•
•

access to leading edge technologies and skills/expertise at European level
Support and initiate new business opportunities to broaden and reinforce innovative markets in
other regions
Exchange experience on good practices to support digital transformation between regional
stakeholders
Facilitate cross-border synergies, co-creating and complementarity in technology and knowledge
development
Help to create pan-EU value chains to increase the competitiveness and dependency of the EU
industry
Increased impact of public funding, avoiding unnecessary duplication infrastructures/investments
and accessing EU funds

To be able to capitalize on those benefits, a strong collaborative European DIH community needs to
be established. The mission of DIHNET was to contribute to the establishing of this community.

1

See also
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1.2 History of the EU DIH ecosystem
The evolution of the DIH concept started during the first years of the H2020 programme. During its
first stage (2013-2016) the European Commission initiated the I4MS programme where six networks
of “Competence Centres” (CCs) were created to support SMEs in their adaptation of digital
technologies in their manufacturing process. But from 2016 on, the I4MS initiated the strategy to
“digitize the European industry” introducing Digital Innovation Hubs. A supporting activity for the DIH
strategy was the I4MS Mentoring Programme (XS2I4MS, 2015-16), which proved to be key to the
development of Digital Innovation Hubs. Crucial to the concept of DIH was that in addition to the
technological support of a CC, a DIH would also help companies with business support to capture the
value of new technologies.
Since then, several dedicated EC supported initiatives have further contributed to sharpening the
concept of DIH. Specific attention was given to the mentoring of new DIHs in regions where there
were limited structural activities to boost the use of digital technologies by SMEs. Also the Commission
organized a series of discussions on the further development of the concept. And during the last 5
years, DIHs have become a pivotal entity in the digital transformation strategy of Europe. The DIH idea
as a key to support the digital transition of industry was also adopted in most of the Member States.
During the last year, the European Digital Innovation Hubs were announced. Supporting the creation
of 200 EDIHs, the European Commission further boosts the uptake of digital transformation in regions,
in combination with the support of European collaboration.
Today, the DIH concept is present in all digital transformation activities of the European Commission
and also in other areas. Also, the concept is incorporated in most of the Member States and their
regions, also supported by the European Regional Development Fund. H2020 Innovation Actions and
Coordination Support Actions make use of existing DIHs, but also other European networks are
incorporating the DIHs value in their business. With the recently launched call for EDIHs and the
upcoming call for the Digital Transformation Accelerator, a new phase is entered into the European
DIH community.

1.3 Trends towards the future
With the coming of the EDIHs and the ending of DIHNET, we see it as an important to provide our
vision of the EU DIH community towards the future. During the project, some trends emerged that are
expected have a strong impact on the shape of the community.
The first trend is that during the start of DIHNET, the focus of the community was on digital
transformation of our industry. During the last years, both the pandemics and ever growing problems
with the impact of global warming expanded the focus to resilience. More and more it is accepted that
digital transformation is important to our society at large. Even greening as a transition is becoming
integrated in the scope of the (E)DIH strategy, as well as other regional, national and European
policies.
A closely related second trend is the expansion of the “target audience”. While in the early 2010s,
focus was on manufacturing, the DIH concept is now emerging in other industries and even the public
sector. Agro and healthcare are two examples of this growing momentum, but also the chemical
industry, transport sector and defence are showing interest to incorporate this thinking in their
innovation policies. Next to this expansion of the private sector, also the public sector is showing
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operational interest to the hub concept, not only because of their experience with living labs and
smart cities. We see also topics in which DIHs can address both customers – especially when it comes
to aligning view in sharing data.
This expansion is also integrated in new policies. Not only is the concept of DIH sustained in the new
published digitalisation policies, also it has emerged in other innovation policies. The Open Innovation
Testbeds, ERA-hubs in Horizon Europe and mentioning of innovation hubs in the ERDF are just some
examples of the way innovation policies are integrating the DIH concept in their policies. Also, the
Enterprise Europe Network, EIT-digital and European Cluster initiative are explicitly aligning their
activities with the (upcoming) EDIH policies.
Integration in not only visible within the European policies, also the national and regional governments
are adopting strategies that are aligning their efforts with the European DIH strategies and concepts.
A multi-layered governmental approach to innovation is emerging in which the different layers of our
innovation system are connected and working together to increase impact and reduce overlap.

1.4 Introduction to the paper
This paper is the last public publication of DIHNET. Based on the lessons we learnt during the last 3
years, the DIHNET consortium gives our vision on the future of the EU DIH community. We hope that
this vision will create a long-term appealing “attractor” that the members of the community can use
to strive for.
The paper will first provide a view on the building blocks that we see today and in the future as
important building blocks for the community. In chapter 3, our view towards the future will be
discussed, including these building blocks and their potential role. In chapter 4 & 5, lessons learnt from
our experience and conclusions and recommendations are included.
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2 Building blocks of the ecosystem
2.1 Overview
In 2016, the European DIH community was launched with the EC communication on Digitising
European Industry: Reaping the full benefits of a Digital Single Market. 2 This community included a
small number of entities that were supported first by the EC I4MS strategy and later, the EC-SAE
strategy. It included some I4MS competence centres, but quickly expanded with different entities that
considered themselves DIHs. The concept also emerged in many regional, national and other EC
policies and today there are many initiatives that are strongly related and can be seen as importing
building blocks to the EU DIH community.
First, there are of course the Digital Innovation Hubs, of which over 600 are included in the DIH
Catalogue. But as the term DIH is not protected, many of the organisations included are digital
transformation service providers at large (including Competence Centres). These are at the core of
the community, supporting SMEs and companies at large with their uptake of digital technologies. The
community also includes many intermediary organisations that can also be seen as an important
building block to the community, of which some are EEN-partners and cluster organisations. To
address the issue of European collaboration, several EU-networks also have emerged and others have
taken up the aligning activities. The EC DIH policy has expanded to the Member States and the regions,
where different approaches to support DIHs and the ecosystem have emerged.
Concluding, the small, concise DIH community has exploded into an extensive, but fragmented
ecosystem, with overlap and inefficiencies. So, new steps were needed to align and synchronise the
efforts by its members. In the near future, the EDIH and the DTA will bring more coherence and
structure, allowing a better use of the capacities and capabilities in Europe for all that need them. But
the first step is to shape this fragmented ecosystem in a well organised community is get a better
understanding “who is there”. What are important building blocks to the EU DIH community? And
what are their potential roles and needs?

2.2 Core: Boosting take up of advanced digital technologies
Before discussing the building blocks of the community, it is important to get a clear view on the key
stakeholder: The customer. In the end, the mission of the community is about supporting digital
transformation!
Key customers of the community are
the SMEs and mid-caps. But
companies, and SMEs in particular, are
not one and the same. Rogers 3
distinguishes among 5 different types
of SMEs adopters. During the early
stages of the EU DIH community, the
core customers were SMEs that Figure 1: Roger's Technology adoption Lifecycle (C. Chelius, 2009).
2

European Commission (2016), “Digitising European Industry : Reaping the full benefits of a Digital Single
Market”, COM(2016) 180 final
3
Rogers, Everett M. (1962). Diffusion of innovations (1st ed.). New York: Free Press of Glencoe. OCLC 254636.
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experienced “the chasm”. The focus was even more delineated, with particular attention on the
manufacturing industry. The mid-TRL level of innovation was considered key, as it also connected to
H2020 focus on excellence. This end-user customer orientation has changed during the following
years, expanding to the industry at large and also including MidCaps.
With the upcoming Digital Europe Programme, the
Who: End-user SMEs, MidCaps, the public sector,
European Digital Innovation Hubs have been
to be supported in their digital transformation
introduced. This changes the orientation from more
process.
perspectives. Not only is the attention shifted to an
Role: Active engagement in receiving services, and
even larger industry scope, also the public sector is
peers to inform each other about experiences.
explicitly included. Also, DIGITAL focuses on
deployment (while giving attention to innovation at Figure 2: Key customers- who are they and what is
their role in the community?
large) and the early/late majority is now part of the
customer base.

2.3 From Competence Centres to Digital Innovation Hubs
The second building block are the Competence Centres and Digital innovation Hubs which provide
innovation support to the local ecosystem and industry. Technology centres or competence centres
have been a long-standing core supporting the innovation system. In the early 2010s, they were still
pivotal to conduct research and development, as well as offering technological innovation support to
SMEs. Mostly, they are departments within RTO and universities, founded on technology specific
infrastructures and accompanying expertise.
During the early days of the EC DIH strategy (with the DEI strategy in 2016),4 the idea of technology
support was expanded and with competence centres at the core, Digital Innovation Hubs connected
to additional players in the regional ecosystem to support the regional ecosystem in specific
innovation domains. The services also expanded from technology-based to also incorporate business
and ecosystem services and thereby provide a more wholistic innovation support. In this way, DIHs
became a pivotal entity in a broader, much more application oriented ecosystem that supports the
development and uptake of technologies also with non-technological services.
Later, the focus on services supporting (advanced)
skills was emphasised. For this function, training
institutes supporting both R&D (as competence
centres) and support the update of innovation in
daily operations (e.g. via vocational or applied
science institutes) also because key stakeholders for
the DIHs.

Who: DIHs, CCs and other public co-funded
technology/business/ecosystem service providers
Role: Actual service delivery of innovative
innovations in their regional ecosystems
Figure 3: DIH and CC – who are they and what their
role in the community is

2.4 Expanding towards commercial service providers
But CCs and DIHs are not the only ones that can help SMEs with their digital transformation. During
the first years of the community, more commercial service providers were not regarded as important
stakeholders. Their role was mostly as advisors/consultants for DIHs or members.
4

European Commission (2016)“Digitising European Industry Reaping the full benefits of a Digital Single
Market”, COM(2016) 180 final
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Already some growth was seen in their participation during the last years, but with DIGITAL, we also
will see a shift towards including service providers such system integrators, commercial infrastructure
and solution providers. They are now seen as important suppliers of state-of-the-art services and key
to support the early and late majority SMEs to take up the technologies. While previously the CCs and
the DIHs focused on more innovative technologies, the new function of deployment offers a larger
incentive for these building blocks to connect to the EDIHs and offer their services.

2.5 Intermediary organisations
Already from the early beginnings of the EU DIH
community, intermediary organizations were
active. They played a role in organizing the
(regional) ecosystems by supporting the brokerage.
Cluster organisations, industry associations and
local EEN-partners often were a partner in local
ecosystem and connected supply and demand. In a
number of cases, they were the “orchestrators” of
DIHs.

Who: Industry associations, local EEN-partners,
industrial clusters, network organisations,
consultants
Role: Orchestrator, broker, or business support to
create the connection suppliers and the end-users.
Figure 4: Intermediary organisations– who are they
and what their role in the community is

But with the coming DIGITAL also these intermediary organisations will take a more institutional role,
especially as organisers of the regional ecosystem and creating the EU function of the EDIHs. The
regional EEN-partners, cluster organisations, industry associations are seen as orchestrators of the
EDIHs, taking the lead in organising the regional networks.

2.6 Regional governmental organisations
Regional governmental organisations have not always been actively involved in the community. But
with the increased spread of the concept, regional authorities saw the opportunities and got actively
engaged in the EC organised discussions. Translation of the European policy to regional support and
their alignment were becoming important to connect regional investments to European investments.
These regional governmental organisations can play a role to support the regional ecosystem both
financially, as well as from a policy perspective. They include both the “policy units”, as well as
agencies that operationally coordinate their regional policies.
And an increase of the involvement of regional governments is showing, as participation of regional
development agencies is growing. The combination of connecting the place-based characteristics to
the European function is gaining importance with the upcoming EDIH strategy. Also, the DIH concept
is getting more embedded in regional policies.

2.7 Educational institutes
In the early phase of the EU DIH ecosystem (2015-16), its primary focus was to support the end-user
to take up the advanced technologies with business and technological services. Therefore, educational
institutes were hardly involved. Even universities showed interest because of the science and
innovation mission and hardly because of their educational role in society. This changed and in the
last years the shortage of skilled personnel proved to be a critical barrier for take up, especially within
SMEs. Increasingly, academic universities and universities of applied sciences are getting actively
involved in the EU DIH community, but also expansion to vocational training can be observed
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(shortage in SME-personnel often requires skills on that level). The EIT-DIGITAL partner also have their
regional partners focusing on providing trainings on digital skills and even private training institutes
can be seen as an interesting partner for the EDIHs.
The role of these organisations is becoming more important as the uptake of advanced technologies
are hindered by shortage of skilled personnel. But also the service provision side of the EU DIH
ecosystem is experiencing shortage on skills with regard to how this can be organised efficiently and
effectively. Although in its early stage, educational institutes are expected to boost their capabilities.

2.8 European Digital Innovation Hubs
The upcoming DIGITAL will support the creation of 200 EDIHs which will become a key building block
of the EU DIH community. Next to supporting the broader capacity building on advance digital
technologies, the EDIHs will take a role of coordinating and connection the regional ecosystem. Some
of the DIHs functions are to be shifted towards the EDIHs, but the EDIHs also act as a channel/bridge
between the regional stakeholders and the EU network.
These 200 EDIHs will create the backbone of the EU DIH community, acting as a coordinator to the
regional ecosystem. It boosts the collaboration within the region on innovation and digital
transformation, but also will enhance the more
Who: Up to 200 EC selected regional consortia,
deployment oriented capacities/capabilities. Also, it
coordinated by a regional orchestrator
will coordinate and support the interregional
activities and brings the EU at large available
Role: Boosting regional capacities and capabilities
capacities/capabilities to the region. EDIHs focus on
and providing a gateway to the EU DIH community
the ecosystem at large, implying also that they
address early majority and less innovative
enterprises, supporting them with adoption of advanced technologies and building their capacity.
The EDIHs will become operational in 2022, but many are based on existing organisations that will be
expanded. As they are co-funded by both EC and the Member States, their role to connect the regions
and the EU-function is emphasized.
The innovation focus of the EDIHs are based on their place-based characteristics and brought in line
with their Smart Specialisation Strategy. This orientation will create a strong regional specialism and
a “lighthouse” to the rest of Europe. It will attract collaboration from other regions.

2.9 Innovation Actions and Coordination Support Actions
From the early beginnings of the Horizon 2020 programme, Innovation Actions (IA) and Coordination
Support Actions (CSA) were a pivotal EC instrument to support European collaboration. In the early
2010s, these projects played an important role in creating EU collaborations. This further developed
in the 2015s towards a pivotal mechanism to connect DIHs and CCs. Also in Horizon Europe, these
projects will further play an important role in creating and maintaining EU-collaboration.
These networks are oriented towards specific innovation topics that are seen as emerging and crucial
to the future. Important is that to address these topics, the regions can benefit from a European
coordinated activity. The role of these projects is to enhance the European technological and industrial
base, as well as coordinate this forging of interregional collaboration. And where the IAs are oriented
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towards more specific topics, the CSAs are crucial to create an overarching, coordination of topics that
are connected.

2.10 Other European networks
These IAs and CSAs are two EC instruments that are fully embedded in the EU DIH community and
part of the backbone to connect the different stakeholders. But there are more EU-networks that are
relevant. On EU level, several Public Private Partnerships are operational, where industry, research
and government work together on specific innovation topics. Although the DIH strategy is connected,
the EU DIH community is not dominant in their organisation.
This is also the case with EU-networks that are supported by other EC DGs than DG-CONNECT. The
EEN and Industrial cluster policy are examples where the EU DIH community has a relationship with,
as also the EIT-KICs. These European networks usually have local partners at MS-level, or even on a
regional level.
Many of these networks are about connecting research and industry, supply and demand. But as they
are organised at EU-level, they are also about creating further supporting the European innovation
system at large. The EU DIH community is part of this innovation system, but not explicitly in their
mission.

2.11 Finance: Public and private investors
Key to the community is the financing of the activities and public and private investors are crucial to
its success. With the start of the EC DIH strategy, the Commission pledged 500 million euro for
establishing DIHs and its community and at Member State and regional level co-funding emerged. Also
the ERDF grew in becoming an important source for supporting DIHs.
The involvement of private investors is still limited, but growing. Invest EU acts as a catalyst to also
get private venture capitalists participating. Also, several other (public/)private investment initiatives
are emerging. For the mainstream take up of digital technologies, banks are supporting the industry.
Regional development agencies are also often engaged as partners in the EDIHs. The partial EC funding
for EDIHs and requirement to also have regional co-funding secured drives the participation of
regional and national governments.
But private investment and involvement of e.g. venture capitalists and private banks is still limited.
Although it is slowly growing, the community is still depending on public support. Especially activities
on education and ecosystem will hardly be addressed by private investors.

2.12 The Digital Transformation Accelerator
Well before the publishing of Digital Europe Programme it became clear that the Commission is aiming
at establishing the Digital Transformation Accelerator (DTA). Being the backbone of the EU DIH
community, the distributed network of EDIHs requires a coordinating and facilitation organisation that
supports the individual EDIHs, as well as the interregional collaboration.
The DTA is expected to be operational in 2022 and will focus on the following functions:
•
•

Community building and outreach for the EDIH network;
Forging interregional collaborations between EDIHs;
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•
•
•

The organisation of trainings with regard to digital transformation;
Establishing connections with EU-networks;
Impact assessment and EDIH roadmapping.

DIHNET can be seen as a precursor to the DTA as a network of networks.
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3 A vision of the future
3.1 Our overall vision of the community
The future European DIH community is based on network of EDIHs that creates the barebone
European collaboration and deployment of support to industry and the public sector. Facilitated by
the DTA, this network facilitates the connection of the expertise and infrastructures at regional level,
to the European ecosystem at large.
Our vision is that the future European DIH community is a federated distributed network, boosting regional
digital transformation, forging interregional collaborations and enhancing the European technological and
industrial base. Every hub in the network has the opportunity to be connected to others and being connected
by them, but are not necessarily. And although this distributed network is not controlled, this federation it is
counteracted by a common mission and shared parameters for achieving it. The mission is developed
bottom up, benefiting from cooperation mechanisms and are all integrated in an overall policy framework
and shared strategies. The absence of a dedicated controller is replaced by a coordinator that stimulates
collaboration, alignment of actions and supports networking. The network DNA is the high degree of
innovation and autonomy at the level of each individual hub, combined with collective network
mechanisms to accomplish its purpose. The network aligns around common topics and has the certainty that
the framework conditions enforce commitment from the hubs to contribute efforts to a long-term benefit.
Looking at the European DIH community, its core function is to boost the regional uptake of advanced
technologies by the industry and public sector. This is about organising collaboration in the region and
getting the advanced technologies developed and into use. Second is forging interregional
collaborations. To ensure an optimal European exchange (supply and demand) of infrastructures,
expertise and connecting to the research/industry networks, both ad-hoc and structural
collaborations need to be created. Thirdly at EU-level we need to have the best infrastructures and
expertise available. This
function
is
about
continuous
enhancing
these infrastructures and
expertise to the highest
level, building on the
excellence available.
But to organise these three
strongly related functions
in order to ensure optimal
use of European capacities
and capabilities, this all
needs to be coordinated.
Only then the regions can optimally make use of these European assets and activities, assets enhanced
by a coordinated effort.
Key to this is a well organised, effective and efficient community of participants, with a smart
distribution of work and responsibilities. Service providers (public and private) to deliver the RDI
services to end-users, EDIHs to coordinate the regional ecosystems and provide a gateway to Europe.
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DIHs, CCs to engage in enhancing the (EU) technological/industrial base, coordinated by EU-networks,
but also partner in getting the innovations deployed. The DTA acting as a coordinator, facilitator and
broker to help the EDIHs offer and find European infrastructures and expertise, both at an ad-hoc level
and structural. Next to this, other European networks focus on specific tasks and innovation domains
that require special attention to increase the European technology and industrial base. Again here,
alignment and synchronization of tasks and responsibilities allows limiting overlap and making use of
available expertise and subcommunities.
But it also boils down to the financing of activities, where public and private funding are to be
combined. Sound business models for RDI service delivery to the end-user is combined with European
collaboration. Initiating interregional collaboration is supported by public funding, but once
established, the collaboration involves private investments. This is required to establish sustainable
collaboration. The ecosystem only uses public funding for activities where the market cannot take
responsibility and market failures that prohibit optimal use of market assets to address societal
challenges are present (e.g. by connecting relevant stakeholders). Last but not least, this combination
needs to be organised in a sustainable way.

3.2 Function 1: Regional boosting
The actual support of industry and the public sector to take up advanced technologies to improve their
business and address the grand challenges of tomorrow is made operational by regional service
providers like DIHs and CCs or even commercial service providers. For certain areas, the EDIH network
will provide access to specific infrastructures and expertise in European hotspots. Using a combination
of smart specialisation and more common regionally available capacities and capabilities, regions are
attracted to other regions to ensure making optimal use of European assets and investments.
As said, the core mission of the European DIH community is to support the industry and public sector
with their uptake of advanced technologies. This includes both R&D, as well as the actual support of
higher TLR activities. To help these end-users support is provided with technological, business and
educational expertise and infrastructures. Regional coordination is needed to optimally benefit from
the regional capacities/capabilities to support them. This is the responsibility of the EDIH, in our view
also with regard to non-digital technologies. In these activities, the EDIHs will collaborate other
regional public and private partners, acting as a one-stop-shop. To provide this one-stop-shop and
coordination in the regional ecosystem for industry at large, in future collaboration could also be
sought with private service providers.

3.3 Function 2: Forging European collaboration
Our vision predicts a well-organised European DIH community, where research and industry make use
of European infrastructures and expertise. This includes ad-hoc trans-national collaborations and
structural interregional innovation corridors. Yet, these collaborations need to be forged and initiated.
Key to the ‘forging function’ in our vision is a collaboration of the EDIHs, European networks and the
DTA. The EDIHs will act as (structural) gateway from and to Europe. And where the EDIHs are
responsible for the actual forging (organization and initiation) of (bi-lateral) interregional
collaborations, the Innovation Actions are key in exploring opportunities based on state of the art
innovations (both research and application). Other EU-networks (e.g., EEN, EU industry clusters and
EIT-KICs) play a role in establishing more one-one-one collaborations between industry and research.
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The DTA plays an active role in identification of opportunities, initiation and more general support of
the forging.
Aligned through Smart Specialisation Strategies, individual regions have articulated their “place
based” specialisms (infrastructures, expertise, networks), but also their weaknesses on which they
seek interregional support.

3.4 Function 3: Enhancing the technological and industrial base
Key of project Europe is the opportunity to join forces and strengthen the European technological and
industrial base. By aligning the development of infrastructures and expertise on specific innovation
domains, opportunities for more efficient and better capacities and capabilities are opened. This is
about strengthening excellence and making it available to Europe at large. In the future EU DIH
community, enhancing this base is made operational by the DIHs and CCs, but coordinated and fuelled
thought the specific Innovation Actions and other EU initiatives. Through a coordinated specialisation
strategy, the European community is organised in a way that regional public and private investments
in innovation are focused and enhance the critical mass on specific capital intensive innovation
domains. By connecting it to the forging strategy, these capital intensive infrastructures and expertise
are available for all European regions.

3.5 Function 4: Coordination of the ecosystem
These three functions of boosting, forging, and enhancing need to be coordinated, as they have many
partners in crime. Collaborative mechanisms, support of networking, providing a platform for
information sharing and creating the shared mission and federated policy framework needs to be
coordinated. This coordination even has two levels: on an innovation domain sub-level, as well as on
a more pan-EU community level.
These two levels also are relevant for the community building, which also shows a pan-EU level and a
more innovation domain level. Key to this community building requires a coordinated branding and
outreach strategy. A family feeling is crucial to the success of the community at large, but there will
be sub-families on specific innovation domains to ensure impact. This coordination also includes a proactive role in leading the community into new, important strategy developments. Although many
members are willing to participate in these strategy developments, taking the lead is to be organised
on a coordination level.
The DTA plays a crucial role as a “Primus inter pares”, highly serving the needs of the EDIHs by ensuring
boundary conditions for collaboration and facilitating the networking. The vast amount of activities
organised by the members is coordinated and aligned, key information about opportunities, good
practices, strategies require a coordinated effort. The enhancing of the technological and industrial
base fuels the excellence and is the responsibility of the European PPPs, the CSAs. They take the role
of coordinator of the strategic innovation domain oriented collaborations and creation of vibrant subcommunities.
As information is critical for the organisation of collaboration (e.g. finding partners and collaborations,
assessing needs, identifying strategic actions) the information collection and distribution approach
combines centralised mechanism with a distributed mechanism. It takes a joined effort of the all
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community partners, aligning their efforts on information to ensure the quality and usability of the
information. And its distribution to the users.

3.6 Boundary condition: Financing the community
A dynamic European community needs to be financed. Regional uptake and its support, as well as
establishing the interregional projects and corridors is needed. Our view is that in the future, a
balanced way of public and private funding is made operational. An efficient and standardized system
for interregional projects is in place, dominated by private investments. The EDIHs partially public, but
also significantly privately funded as the value added as capitalized by revenue models in which
industrial and public sector organisations pay for the services. The interregional collaborations are
initiated (partially) by public funding (regional, national and EU), but again here also the value is
appreciated by the industry at a level that some basic co-funding is organised.
At EU level, a joined public/private venture capital fund is available for innovative businesses and the
EDIHs have access to these funds. They play a role in the innovation process by both organising
technological and business services, as well as support to e.g. start-ups to get access to these funds.
This fund will be an important mechanism for the forging of interregional projects.
Where the European Commission still will support enhancing of the European technological and
industrial base by financing new European networks to be initiated and brought to a critical mass,
post-project sustainability is organised making use of the EDIH network by playing a pivotal role in
connecting to the regional ecosystems.
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4 Lessons learned from the DIHNET project in supporting and aligning
a network of networks
4.1 Introduction
This paper is about providing our view on the future EU DIH community as described in the previous
chapter. But to establish this future community, the experience of the consortium in the DIHNET
project can provide some useful insights how to establish that.
In this chapter, we highlight the major findings we observed during the three years of DIHNET. Some
key elements and lessons are identified from developing the community and supporting the EU
network. In the following sections, we outline some of the main take-aways.

4.2 Still a developing ecosystem; the need for a flexible coordination
The first observation is that the EU DIH ecosystem is still very much evolving. And so is the policy
landscape. New DIHs were taken up in the catalogue constantly and new representatives from
research, government and industry presented themselves during the events on a continuous basis.
This requires flexible coordination and support of the ecosystem and continuous work to align and
exchange views on needs in the ecosystem and sharing of responsibilities and activities.
In our view, the upcoming EDIHs and DTA present a new phase of the community. It offers an
opportunity for the current stakeholders to position themselves as a key access to particular expertise
and specialization across Europe. But it comes with challenges on how the existing and new
stakeholders will collaborate with the EDIH network also exist and would require an exchange of
knowledge and objectives. Experienced representatives will need to align with newcomers.
In this respect, the DIHNET has aimed to support other EU networks as well as individual DIHs by
organizing an open and inclusive community of over 1600 members in which exchange of experiences
can take place. This has required the project to also adapt based on the identified needs in the
ecosystem. Based on this experience, we can conclude that flexible approach should also be taken by
the other stakeholders.

4.3 Offer a vision and launching new discussions. key to engage the community
DIHNET believes that it is key to provide opportunities for the community to discuss and contribute to
key common topics. Yet, activating the community is not easy, as the different entities are usually
focused on their everyday service delivery.
Therefore, to grab their attention strategic and visionary discussions are to be initiated. Providing such
opinions, challenges the ecosystem and stimulates discussion. To support the discussions, it is also
important that an actor takes ownership and leads the discussions. This ensures that the topic is
prepared and the community has a starting point to respond to.
Secondly, the incentive to engage in the discussions needs to be clear with demarcated goal. Often,
the mere opportunity to drive the discussion, exchange ideas and good practices is enough to
stimulate the community to enter the discussions. However, for strategic topics, it is also important
that the ideas, suggestions and recommendations are distributed to the wide ecosystem to reach
alignment.
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4.4 Working Groups as a key tool in DIHNET to enhance collaboration
DIHNET used the format of Working Groups to stimulate discussion and enhance collaboration. Based
on the experience of the partners, the following lessons learnt and recommendations can be made
(see further in the Annex):
-

WGs need to be aligned to policy priorities and be adaptive to ensure relevance and response to
challenges;
WGs discussions should be shared in relevant and impactful events to exemplify the impact of
the work;
Trust among participants is needed interest of participating as it is on voluntary basis, highlighting
the role of the moderator and importance of openness;
Last but not least, the WGs needs continuous stimulation and active leader to ensure
participation;
WGs need to be dynamic, highlighting the need for animation of the coordinator and an effective
agenda and timekeeping.

These Working groups are crucial to create a sense of a community, but value creation and
capitalisation of this value is critical for its success.

4.5 Need for alignment in discussions, but respect the roles of actors
To support the forging of collaboration, enhancing the technological and innovation base and the
boosting the regional ecosystem require an aligned coordination on local and EU level. Coordination
on horizontal, strategic topics as well more topical or technology topics.
More general, horizontal topics relate to common challenges faced by networks and individual
stakeholders. These topics are often addressed by coordination and support actions and networks
such as the EEN. In DIHNET, some of the horizontal topics addressed relate to the roles of the different
stakeholders, specialization, services of networks, etc.
The need to discuss specific challenges and opportunities in topical networks also is relevant. These
topics are usually led and supported by other EU projects and networks – e.g. in robotics, photonics,
health, manufacturing, agri, etc.
But a key challenge for all these networks in order to participate is to be able to position themselves,
especially in a changing policy environment. This requires alignment of roles and responsibilities.

4.6 Community is needed and it requires continuous animation
A key asset of EU networks is it’s connected members. The ability to reach to the right stakeholders
and the culture of collaboration. The networks and the EU DIH community naturally need to be
supported by the right tools and platforms. In DIHNET, the online community has been a key meeting
and information place, in addition to the website and communication channels.
But a tool is not enough and continuous engagement and services are needed. Based on our
experience, in order to activate and dynamize the community, the partners need to (at least at the
start) regularly engage and offer interesting content. Various methods exist to engage the community
– events, webinars, information materials, and even engagement of ambassadors like in DIHNET. The
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key is to connect this engagement to the assets and the services in order to keep the community alive
and regularly updated.

4.7 The importance of developing a strong, recognizable brand
A key asset of any network is a strong and recognizable brand which can attract new members and
guide as well as raise awareness of the activities of the network and create trust.
An established brand creates an association with selected brand values and mission statements.
Importantly, is would ideally also instil trust (in the collaboration, the expertise or selected focus of
the initiative). As such, the brand can act as an attractor of new members to the community.
While it is well known that a recognizable brand can attract new user or members, one of the lessons
learned from DIHNET is that the branding should be closely connected to and developed together
with the actual activities of the network. In DIHNET, the brand has been built with a focus on
excellence, relevance and trust in the ecosystem. And strategic discussions that create new insights
(Though leadership). For that reason, all activities and collaborations of DIHNET have been also guided
by keeping in focus the aim to support the network is structuring and creating a vision on strategic
topics.
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5 Conclusions and next steps
5.1 Conclusions
The paper aimed to present a vision and some conclusions based on the lessons learnt and the
experience of the DIHNET project.
Overall, we observe that collaboration within the EU DIH ecosystem has increased – various networks
and DIHs engage in open discussion in forums such as projects, conferences, etc. We believe that we
gave a boost to the EU DIH community!
But the community is still under construction. To support the community in this endeavour, we hope
that the vision of DIHNET towards a distributed European network will enhance focus of the present
momentum. We hope that coordinated network is established that organises the three main
functions: boosting the regional (digital and green) transformation, forging interregional
collaborations and upgrading the European technological and industrial base.
But the road to this future vision is not easy. We still see some challenges that need to be addressed.
The success of the last 5 years has proven that the concept of Digital Innovation Hubs and a European
collaborative network strikes a chord, but is complex to organise:
•
•
•
•
•

How to organise the community in a way that it will sustain its operation?
How to forge interregional collaborations that are at the heart of the network?
Reducing the overlap of the now fragmented, cluster of organisations and create a aligned and
synchronized approach?
How to organise the information streams that are considered a crucial mechanism for creating
collaborations?
How to get private investors to participate in the community?

Below, we outline these challenges in more detail.

5.2 Creating sustainability
One of the important aspects that needs to be addressed is how to balance the value creation and
value capitalization in a way that sustainability of all actors in the aligned ecosystem is ensured.
Sustainability needs to be addressed at different levels:
-

-

At (E)DIHs and CC level, the sustainability challenge is to align the regional ecosystem and
activities. As DIHs and CCs often address marker failures (such as uneven adoption of innovations
or information asymmetry), some public funding is expected to be needed. Yet, to remain
sustainable, also other revenue sources should be explored to gradually (at least partially) reduce
the public funding in order to capitalize on the value created to the industry.
EU networks focus on enhancing the EU industrial base (e.g. innovation actions) and coordination
contribute to aligning and stimulating the technology developments in Europe as well as
connecting stakeholders. However, often their members are mainly support organizations like
(E)DIHs, with limited resources, which puts a strain on their revenue model alternatives. As a
consequence further exploration is needed on how to 1) create value towards the regional support
organizations (like DIHs) as well as industry and 2) identify how to engage DIHs in the value
creation towards industrial members. For Research and Innovation Activities in particular, a
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-

balanced public and private revenue stream could be organized, using EC funding for the initiation
of sustainable networks.
Lastly, sustainability of (bi or multi-) lateral collaboration between regions needs to be explored.
The added value still needs to be made clear, supported appropriate financing mechanisms and
policy alignment of goals is needed in order to ensure continuous financing.

To tackle the challenges of sustainability, there is a need to initiate discussions to exchange ideas and
good practices. Also, a structured thinking on sustainability should be introduced on all levels of the
EU DIH community. Business models for collaboration and ideas on how to sustain coordination
activities are all topics on which the community at large should contribute to.
The future EDIH network supported by the DTA can be seen as a central point where the sustainability
of collaboration at the different levels can be explored and economies of scale be used to reduce costs.

5.3 Organising the value creation for interregional collaborations
Interregional collaboration has been a policy objective supported by the smart specialization
strategies, the regional development and cohesion policies in Europe for a number of years. Yet,
forging and supporting inter-regional collaborations is still a challenge as the regional actors are
focused on the regional added value and activities and do not see clearly the Return on Investments
and have limited experience in setting up structural inter-regional collaborations.
Tools and approach as well as innovation and business support is needed to kick-start these
collaborations. But also business models for the interregional collaboration need to be explored and
how regional policies can be aligned to provide guidance. There is a need to also promote and to
support stakeholders with the right information and process to set up the collaboration. So, how can
this be organized in an efficient manner?

5.4 Organising the coordination
Organizing the coordination and information sharing among all the different initiatives requires good
knowledge of the ecosystem and clarity on the position and assets of the participating stakeholders.
For this, we believe the EDIHs and the coordinating action (DTA) can be expected to form the backbone
of the ecosystem. Yet, the coordination should be extended also to entities like EEN, clusters, etc.
These entities should be in some way therefore also represented in the organization of the ecosystem.
A governance mechanism to take account of the (E)DIHs needs and representatives from key networks
should be explored. But there are still a number of remaining questions: how can this be structured?
Which are the stakeholders to be involved? How to secure their continuous collaboration in the
collaboration (incentives) and what is the expected effort for this?

5.5 Getting private investors structurally involved in the community
To ensure an overall sustainable EU DIH community, private investors (including VC, banks, etc) need
to be structurally involved in the community. It is clear that on a regional level, the industry needs to
be supported with local investors to take up advanced digital technologies. However, to support the
European collaboration requires a European approach to public/private financing. Existing pan-EU
public schemes are available, but need to incorporate private funding for interregional collaboration.
The EDIHs can play a role in assessment feasibility for private investors, but also mechanism of
European collaboration and access to finance can be organised are to be explored. Showcases for
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sound business models for interregional collaborations are needed to get the interest of private
investors.

5.6 Dealing with information
There often is an overload of information to deal with. Therefore, there is a need for relevant, and
where needed filtered or selected, information sharing. To optimise the value of data and information,
the three levels of regional, national and European need to be connected and information might need
to be distributed also via regional platforms to the different stakeholders.
But information sharing is also key to find relevant partners and stakeholders in the ecosystem. To
find the right partner, infrastructure, support or capacity, there is a need to also organize and collect
up-to-date information from the ecosystem. This requires an exhaustive mapping which should be
organized via a distributed process to collect and update the data collected. To organized this
distributed approach, it is suggested that alignment of the collection mechanisms among existing
networks needs to be aligned. This requires coordination (on EU level) and support mechanisms to
support the actual actors providing the information. It is a balancing act to get local actors to provide
the information and give them valuable information back.

5.7 Alignment with other initiatives and policies (beyond digitization of industry)
Other entities and relevant policies are introduced and getting further relevance into the ecosystem.
This requires further alignment and discussion on how to best coordinate common overall objectives.
Key to these policies is the place-based approach and importance of regions (including lagging
regions), the importance of continuous research collaboration and addressing the topic of the green
and sustainable and resilient transition of the EU.
The EDIHs already envision an expansion of services and capacities towards the green transition and
topics like smart farming and smart cities are already addressed by many DIHs. Yet, the topics of
digitization and environmental sustainability are not always optimally connected and for that policy
support to build capacities in the regions is needed.
A new, anticipated new initiative in Europe is the establishment of a network of ERA-HUBs. In 2020,
the Commission proposed a new approach and agenda5 to support the European Research Area (ERA)
and through it the twin transition priorities. A key element of the strategy is to establish ERA-Hubs
initiative “building on existing capacities, such as the Digital Innovation Hubs and clusters, and linking
to the Enterprise Europe Network and StartUpEurope, to provide an interconnected knowledge
space”. The emergence of such a new initiative is welcomed, but as noted in the collaboration paper
between DIHNET and FoSS, provided that duplication of effort is avoided. 6 The ERA-hubs plans offer
an opportunity to develop a joined narrative between the ERA-Hubs and DIHs as a policy instrument.7
As noted also by the FoSS, the ERA hubs should ideally be connected to the smart specialization
strategies and their mission should be dual – to promote national and regional reform and focus of
research and innovation as well as to 2) promote interregional cooperation for stronger project
5

COM(2020) 628 final on “A new ERA for Research and Innovation”, from 30.09.2020
Jan Larosse, Richard Tuffs (Friends of Smart Specialisation) & Kristina Karanikolova (TNO) (2021),
“Specialisation and collaboration in the European Network of DIHs: Leading the way to a European Innovation
Support Infrastructure”
7
Ibid
6
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Europe.8 As such, the ERA-Hubs and the EDIHs seem to have a connected set of objectives and sharing
of responsibilities and synergies should be explored to maximize impact.
But further alignment and coordination is needed on EU level still. For this, the upcoming EDIH
network and the supporting DTA could act as a backbone. But further connections and collaboration
of the other networks is needed to ensure inclusivity and alignment.

8

Friends of Smart Specialisation (FoSS)1 policy note (12/04/2021) for the JRC-CoR joint workshop on Smart
Specialisation for the Recovery (15 April 2021), “ERA Hubs as an engine for transformative place-based
innovation investment priorities”, available here.
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Annex 1: Lessons learned and policy recommendations from the
Working Groups

Policy Recommendations on the Working Groups
(WGs)
Grant Agreement Number
Project Acronym
Deliverable Date
Authors
Number of Pages
Number of Annexes
Version
Reviewed by
Approved by
Dissemination level

825640
DIHNET.EU
October 2021
Begoña Sanchez (TECNALIA)
5
0

Public

The overall aim of DIHNET.EU is to create a sustainable European network of Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs),
by developing a set of tools and boosting the collaboration of the different DIH networks, DIHs and other
key DIH stakeholders in Europe. The project will act as a coordinator to enhance the collaboration, aligning
and synchronizing their activities. This is considered crucial for a better support of SMEs and MidCap
companies in offering and using digitisation services.
The project is carried out by TNO, TECNALIA, Fundingbox, euRobotics, BluMorpho and LuxInnovation, have
strong experience in DIHs and well connected to the EU DIH community.
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1 Introduction
The main purpose of this policy document is to highlight the work done regarding the Working Groups
(WGs) within the project and reflect on the role and impact that these WGs have had. We also highlight
some policy learnings and recommendations on the launch, implementation and impact of these WGs
on the DIH-related ecosystem.
Initially, four WGs were launched to support the implementation of DIHNET project, then this WGs
were relaunched as to make them more interactive and dynamic by proposing the participants
interesting information and tools to allow them to better interact and discuss virtually and at the
DIHNET community.
Later, in view of the new policy context regarding digitalisation (especially the DIGITAL Programme)
and the newcomer candidate European Digital Innovation Hubs (candidate EDIHs), these WGs were
refocused and relaunched within the new DIHNET initiative the “DIHNET precursor network”. The
precursor network has been based on four additional WGs in line with the new policy priorities and
ecosystem needs.
This document presents the learnings gained from the DIHNET team and some policy
recommendations regarding Working Groups.

2 Why the Working Groups?
Working Groups have been a key tool in DIHNET to enhance collaboration and support the creation
of a dynamic European DIH Community. Resulting from the WGs interaction very relevant and
strategic information has been obtained permitting at the same time to:
•

•
•

•
•

•

•

Make the EU DIH Community active. Creating a place for DIHs to meet, learn, connect,
exchange, discuss and to identify which of the missing expertise can be found in other DIHs
across the EU.
Contribute to the creation of an extended network resulting from these interactions as well
as to concrete collaboration opportunities.
Supporting regional, national and European policy, stimulating the DIHs to create a vibrant
European collaborative DIH Network that enables using the benefits from existing European
capacities and expertise to enhance the European industry and innovation system at large.
Combining pan-EU complementary expertise in developing innovative solutions.
To better identify and coordinate the DIH Community with the main aim of creating an active,
dynamic and coordinated network of specialised DIHs, where the DIHs and related
stakeholders create strong links for interacting.
To reinforce alignment and synchronisation of the deployment of services and increase the
impact of regional and national expenditures on digitisation, developing a smart specialisation
strategy on DIH.
Etc.
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Although these were the objectives initially suggested for the WGs, these have been confirmed during
the project implementation.
WGs9 have tried to make the EU DIH Community active and dynamic. They have fostered continuous
exchange of experiences and networking amongst DIHs and supported cooperation with a unique
focus, approach and common understanding. They have been providers of strategic information and
evidence on needs, expectations, obstacles, gaps as well as inputs and recommendations for policy
making.
Our aim has been to make WGs operative and dynamic as well as to make them protagonist of the
recommendations and information that has been produced and published at the DIHNET Community.
The participants of these WGs have been in majority DIHs and candidate EDIHs that have first-hand
information on the challenges, needs, gaps and next steps for the ecosystems they support and
represent. These participants have joined the working groups and actively participated from all the
discussions. This has enriched DIHNET discussions and provided materials and first-hand relevant
information to the European Commission on the needs and challenges of the ecosystem.
The WGs have evolved as the project needs were changing in priority. Therefore, the initially launched
4 WGs were in operation until 2020 and then, they were refocused to feed the precursor network as
described in section 3.
It is important to highlight, that DIHNET has always consulted the ecosystem and the DIHNET
community before proposing actions and recommendations. This is one of the reasons why the results
from DIHNET have had so much impact.

3 Working Groups dynamics
3.1 First DIHNET WGs
The sli.do tool was used during the Workshop carried out on 3rd April 2019 in Brussels- DIH Working
Group Meeting on Digital Tools and Marketplaces to understand, interactively with the DIHs, the DIHs
preferences to focus the Working Groups.
Figure 1 shows the four WGs that were selected. Figure 2 shows the common Six-step working
process/Work Plan to launch, facilitate, activate, follow up, reach outputs and ensure dynamic WGs:

9

Deliverable 1.1. Action Plan for the Working Groups, coordinated by TECNALIA, was Delivered in M6. D1.1. sets the
framework of the activities planned for the WGs in DIHNET project.

DIHNET.EU

8 December 2021
page 27 of 33

D6.4 Lessons learned report

Future of the European DIH ecosystem

Figure 1

WG1.Finance
and funding
opportunities

FundingBox

WG4 Business
Models and
Sustainability
BluMorpho

Figure 2

WG2.
Collaboration
activities and
mechanisms
euRobotics

WG3.
Connection with
regional and
national policies
and strategies
TECNALIA

Source: Own elaboration
WGs were successfully kicked-off virtually last 19th June 2019 at the DIHNET Community around the
topics mentioned in Figure 1. Separated meetings were organised per WG to explain the objectives
planned and dynamics as well as to understand their concerns and needs to be further implemented.
A physical KOM followed in Brussels on 01/07/2019 taking advantage of the 7thmeeting of the WG
on Digital Innovation Hubs. Results from the work of these physical WGs was presented at the same
meeting during the parallel sessions. Project partners had the support of DIHs that took the
responsibility of presenting the results reached.
The average number of participating DIHs per WG has been about 30-50, although in some WGs have
more. To allow the highest number of participants to participate in the meetings online tools have
been adapted by the project team. It was also decided that each WG would be coordinated by a
Project partner and supported by a DIH. WGs meet at the Community mainly, and in special occasions
physically.
These WGs have been coordinated by DIHNET project partners, who have also offered DIHs to cocoordinate these WGs.
Following this, few discussions were observed within these WGs under the DIHNET Community, even
though several actions were launched to provoke discussions on specific topics from the project team.
Some guidance and methods to make these WGs operative and dynamic such as questionnaires
online, guidelines of actions, news, etc. were published to raise attention of participants, but the level
of interaction was not enough. It is also true that after the summer break the Champions Challenge
was launched (submission of applications in September) as well as the Stakeholder Forum in Madrid
(November 2019) so the members of the WGs were also busy as they were involved in these activities.
Taking all these into consideration, the team decided to re-kick these WGs early 2020.
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3.2. Working Groups Re-kick-off
At the beginning of 2020 the project team decided to re-kick off the WGs to try to make participants
more engaged, involved and the work of the WGs more dynamic. After some internal reflections, a
new strategy to re-kick the WG was proposed. It is important to highlight that this Methodology had
been already tested for two of the WGs together (WG1-Finance and funding opportunities and WG3Connection with regional and national policies and strategies). The Methodology probed to be very
successful. Results of the activities of these two WGs is shown at the Community, please see links: for
WG1 https://spaces.fundingbox.com/spaces/dihnet-eu-community-wg1-funding-finance, and for
WG3
https://spaces.fundingbox.com/spaces/dihnet-eu-community-wg3-national-and-regionalpolicies.
The following activities took place from January to March 2020 for WG1 and WG3:
•

We published an announcement on the community. The strategy for the relaunch was
announced here.

•

We recorded and broadcasted a podcast about public funding for DIHs on the DIHNET
community on 13th January 2020. The podcast can be accessed here.

•

We organised a Q&A session about public funding and regional and national strategies on
10th February 2020 with the speakers of the podcast on the DIHNET community. The results
of the Q&A are published here.
On 17th March, we organised the last event of this cycle, an online brainstorming on How
DIHs can help digitalise regions. This brainstorming was organised around the main topics of
the two involved Working Groups: “What types of public funding instruments could better
support digitisation?” (WG1) and “What role should the DIH play in the regional/national
strategy for digital innovation?”. The conclusions of this brainstorming, under the form of
recommendations to policy-makers, are published here.

•

Taking all this into consideration the following steps were proposed, all organised at the DIHNET
Community for all the WGs:
•

•
•

•
•

Step 1. Organise activities such as: podcasts, webinars from experienced DIH (could be
winners of the Champions Challenge), on a specific topic related to a successful practice
focused on topics of interest for all the WG such as collaboration strategies, how to ensure
connection to regional strategies, how to ensure funding, etc.
Step 2. Follow these activities by a Q&A session.
Step 3. According to the conclusions of this Q&A, we launch a reflexion on recommendations
for policy makers. To do so, an online collaborative tool such as IDEABOARDZ (or similar) could
be used.
Step 4. The conclusions will be shared on the community space and open for comments.
Step 5. A final list of recommendations will be published at the Community.
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The same process can be repeated (use a success case to launch the discussion) on different strategic
sub-topics from the WG. The idea of merging two WGs was also very successful, so it was
recommended to increase impacts.

3.2

Reorganisation of the WGs: DIHNET Precursor Network

The DIGITAL Programme will support European Digital Innovation Hubs (EDIHS), although still not
launched at the moment of drafting this report, an EU EDIH network will be needed to make EDIHs
cooperation effective. The 1st EDIH Conference-Gearing up toward European Digital Innovation Hubs
last 26 & 27th January 2021, co-organised by DIHNET also confirmed this need.
To build a clear view on the needs to cooperate requires discussion among the potential EDIHs on
their views, boundary conditions and ways to organise the network. DIHNET decided to launch the
precursor network which aims at exploring these possible views. The core of the precursor network
activities has been to organise the discussion and collaboration around selected topics among the
precursor networks. This can then feed into their DIHs/EDIHs plans and specific activities and
objectives. The following connected activities were foreseen:
•
•

Explore in what activities the precursor members see most added value of the network by
focusing on the support needed to ensure the four benefits of EU collaboration.
Explore how collaboration can be made operational by the precursor members, including
setting preliminary plans for collaboration in selected areas and based on this set a letter of
intent.

•

Exploring the business models for the collaboration and the needed resources.

•

Match EDIHs based on that and identify complementariness.

•

Collect conclusions from the process and share them at the EDIH networking event that took
place in January 2021.

The activities of the precursor network took place as part of WP5 and are reported therein.
The following WGs were launched to make this possible:
•

WG1 Activities: it has focused on the exploration of the activities that the EDIH network can
deploy, in connection to the added value the EDIHs see as well as the contributions they can
provide. This WG was led by BLM, support TNO

•

WG 2 Sustainability. The aim of this WG has been to identify possible business models that
can support the EU-collaboration between the different EDIHs in the network. This WG was
led by TNO with the support of TECNALIA.

•

WG 3 Governance. To get a view on the way the EDIH network can be organised, different
approaches were discussed. This WGs focused on both the organisation of the network, as
well as its governance. This WG was led by FBA with the support of EuRobotics.
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•

WG4 – sandbox. This WG aimed to test the outcomes in a more operational way, the WG
focused on translating the EU-collaboration between EDIHs in a practical way, exploring the
concrete collaborations. This WG was led by Luxinnovation with the support of BLM.

All the WGs organised under the Precursor network had very interesting discussions that have
impacted the policy discussions at that moment. All these WG have produced a policy document with
the main conclusions and recommendations presented at the GEARING UP event in 2021 and
developed into a paper (see WP4 for the Thought Leadership paper). Below is an overview of the
meetings held within the precursor network WG (excluding the plenary meetings). The results of the
DIHNET open precursor EDIH network are reported under WP5.
DIHNET nNetwork WG

# of WG meetings

WG activities

2
meetings
(12/11/2020,
12/01/2021)
3
meetings
(4/11/2020,
3/12/2020, 18/12/2020)
2
meetings
(6/11/2020
&26/11/2020)
2 meetings (6/11/2020 &
18/11/2020)
4
meetings
(19/10/2020,
17/11/2020,
9/12/2020,
18/01/2021)

WG business models
WG governance
WG sandbox
Plenary meetings with
pNetwork members

all

# registered people (note this
does not related to attendance
but
registered
people
interested in the WG), excl
DIHNET
48
35
33
31
106

4 Main Policy Recommendations
DIHNET “label” made it possible to have impacts that the project team had never expected. The main
thinking behind is that the project has managed to create a “label” and a reputation. The Community
hosts more than 1600 members 10 at the moment that are actively engaged. DIHNET is also a reference
for the DIH Ecosystem regarding information related to DIHs and EDIHs. Some of the policy learnings
that the team has are the followings:
•

The creation of a recognised “label” has been key for the impacts reached by the project.

•

DIHNET community has been the first DIH community where DIH can find information and
exchange. Some of the relevant data regarding the Community are:
Total
Total members
Total views
Total posts (messages)
Total comments

10

Value
1600
44515
1305
200

As from 14th October 2021 since the creation of the Community.

DIHNET.EU

8 December 2021
page 31 of 33

D6.4 Lessons learned report

Future of the European DIH ecosystem

Total reactions

789

DIHNET community has been proposing activities for its WGs online since the beginning of the
project by means of the community. This has also facilitated virtual activities of their WGs
especially during the pandemics.
•

DIHNET is a reference where the DIH related ecosystem can find information and exchange.
DIHNET has managed to provide relevant and updated information for the ecosystem being a
unique reference point.

•

DIHNET has also evolved together with the policy priorities and has managed to refocus
activities based on priorities and needs.

•

DIHNET has been a reference for strategic and reliable information regarding Digitalisation
and DIH related work.

All these facts have allowed to create these groups of people interacting and creating knowledge
around our WGs. On these basis, the following policy recommendations are highlighted.

4.1

WGs need to be aligned to policy priorities

DIHNET has learnt that to have stakeholders engaged and to create relevant discussions the working
Groups need to provide an added value for the participants and be fully aligned with the policy
priorities and challenges.
Changing contexts implies changing needs. This is why DIHNET WGs have been continuously adapted
as already described in this document to the policy contexts.

4.2

WGs need to be dynamic

The work within the WGs need to be dynamic. Participants have to be active during these meetings,
this is why a good coordinator is needed as well as effective agendas and timings for these meetings.
The coordinator plays a key role to animate the WG. This normally requires quite an effort from the
project team.
The agenda of each meeting and the discussion line needs to be relevant for the participants, they
should also have room to give opinions and create together.
The animation of these WGs requires effort and dedication from the project team.

4.3

WGs discussions should be shared in relevant and impactful events

Another aspect that made DIHNET WGs successful is that these WGs have been included in relevant
agendas of conferences and workshops. This has been for instance the case of the EDIH event in
January 2021. Big part of the agenda was structured around these WGs, who managed to present
main results to the big audience. Participants then also see a result and impact of their contributions.
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4.4

Trust among participants is needed interest of participating as it is on
voluntary basis

Participants from these WGs are working on voluntary basis, they should have trust on the teams and
on the learnings and results. This trust is very much depended on the project brand and the trust in
the consortiums but to further support an environment of trust, DIHNET has also made use of:
-

working in smaller groups to prepare a position, which is than shared with wider community for
feedback;
moderated and insisted on a respectful and open environment where everyone is welcomed to
offer contributions
various collaboration tools have also been used – e.g. to collect insights as well as to collect
comments
documents (even is a draft version) have been largely made public (open to the wider
community).
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