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What is our history?

What is the focus of the project?

What is Orkestra’s 
methodological 
approach in  
Bilbao Next Lab?

The two main challenges addressed by this laboratory are linked to the challenges 
faced by the City Council and Bilbao Ekintza (henceforth BE) when implementing and 
developing the city’s smart specialisation strategy: (i) the development of the Bilbao 
Ekintza team’s capacities to fulfil their role as facilitators of the specialisation 
process and, the (ii) construction of mechanisms for multilevel articulation and 
thus define the role of  Bilbao’s strategy in the RIS3 strategy of the Basque Country. 

Researchers contribute with their knowledge to 
activate and develop continuous action-reflection 
cycles based upon the challenges established by the 
City Council, Bilbao Ekintza and the researchers. In 
this way, co-generated knowledge is developed 
which enables the Bilbao Ekintza and City Council 
working team to implement the strategy via 
different instruments. Orkestra conceptualises this 
knowledge as a contribution to the academic 
community. This is a cyclical process in which, 
following stages during which to reflect on their 
own, researchers and policy-makers meet up again 
to redefine the challenge.

Bilbao Next Lab is the action research (henceforth AR) laboratory of Bilbao’s smart 
specialisation strategy. Since the start of its activities in 2013 its goal has been to facilitate, 
by means of specialisation, the economic transformation of the city to foster a sustainable 
urban development. Orkestra-Basque Institute of Competitiveness and the Bilbao City 
Council together with Bilbao Ekintza are collaborating in order to implement this facilitation.

The ‘Innovation and Smart Specialisation Stra-
tegy of the municipality of Bilbao-iBilbao2020,’ 
defined in 2014, indicates the six areas and 
sectors addressed by the specialisation stra-
tegy. The objective of promoting articulation  
between the city’s strategy and the RIS3  
of the Basque Country has led Bilbao Next Lab 
to focus upon three of the six priority areas: Cul-
tural and Creative Industries, Advanced Services 
and Digital Economy.

Research and Innovation Smart 
Specialization Strategies-RIS3 are 
R+D (Research and Development) 
strategies aimed at generating 
competitive advantages in the 
territory based on existing 
opportunities and strengths. 
These strategies involve making 
choices and defining priorities 
which are identified via a process 
of entrepreneurial discovery 
involving the main regional interest 
groups (companies, entrepreneurs, 
governments, research centres/
universities, cluster groups, local 
development agencies, civil society, 
etc.)

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

“Cities have been the  

missing players in the RIS3 

process up until now and I have 

been impressed by the way that 

Bilbao City and its partners have 

sought to utilise the distinctive 

spaces and attributes of the city 

to build upon and develop the 

RIS3 strategy.” 

(Kevin Morgan. Cardiff 

University and Orkestra)
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BILBAO NEXT LAB 
SPACES

The diagram below represents the spaces 
which constitute the AR laboratory. Bilbao 
Next Lab. These are the spaces in which the 
team of Orkestra researchers participates, 
though other spaces may exist that seek 
to drive the specialisation of the city’s 
specialisation where the researchers do not 
participate

The diagram shows the interconnection 
between the spaces. Although in each 
space specific AR projects and proces-
ses are developed, the interconnection 
between them makes it possible to de-
velop a global AR vision and process. Or-
kestra facilitates both the development 
of specific AR processes in each space 
and the interconnection between these. 

The nature and contribution to the 
process of specialisation of the city is 
different in each of the spaces. Some 
are spaces with more intense reflection 
(Tractor Group, City Council, Academic 
Research) while others focus mainly on 
the implementation of actions (facilita-
tors’ spaces, Bilbao Local Group).
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HOW DOES  
EACH OF THE BNL 

SPACES WORK 
TO TACKLE THE 
CHALLENGES 

DEFINED?
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This is a space where the main challenges facing Bilbao Next Lab are 
defined and in which the rest of the spaces are monitored ensuring a 
global vision. The Tractor Group is comprised of the representatives of the 
Bilbao Ekintza (BE) Management Team and Orkestra researchers. There are 
weekly meetings facilitated by the Orkestra team which contributes with 
theoretical frameworks, concepts and analyses related to the challenges 
to be met and the means of addressing them. The main themes to be 
addressed are as follows:

•	 Definition and legitimation of BE’s role as a facilitator of 
specialisation.

•	 Definition of facilitation instruments for specialisation: these 
are the policy instruments which BE implements to facilitate 
specialisation in priority areas. 

 » COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE   
Development of a basic competitive intelligence in each 
priority sector/sphere.

 » COMPETITIVE IMPROVEMENT OF FIRMS  
Competitive improvement programmes for firms of each  
priority sector/sphere.

 » PROMOTION OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP  
Entrepreneurial discovery processes and specific 
entrepreneurship programmes for priority sectors/spheres.

 » POSITIONING OF THE CITY AND ATTRACTION  
Branding actions and positioning of the city in each 
priority sphere/sector (branding instruments, international 
networks,  events, etc.).

 » SPACES  
Support for specialisation via the creation,use and 
development of specific physical (zones and buildings) 
and virtual spaces.

 » TALENT  
Capacity building, attraction and retention of talent for 
each priority sector/sphere.

•	 Design of the BE facilitators’ workshops: definition of 
contents, methodological approach and monitoring of 
workshops the aim of which is to support development of 
the BE technical team’s facilitation capacities. 

•	 Multilevel articulation of the RIS3 of the Basque Country and 
facilitation of actions to support this articulation.

•	 Coordination with the remaining Bilbao Next Lab spaces 
and projects related to the specialisation strategy (AS-Fabrik, 
InFocus, Cities Lab Katedra of Deusto University projects, 
etc.) The specialisation strategy as a tool to address the 
social challenges facing the city.

AS-Fabrik is a European Project within the Urban 
Innovation Actions programme (http://uia-initiative.
eu/) led by Bilbao City Council which seeks to increase 
competitiveness and develop the city’s Knowledge Intensive 
Business Services (KIBS) via a process of public-private 
collaboration and with the aim of contributing to the  
digital transformation of the territory’s manufacturing 
industry. Orkestra is one of the partners in the project.  

1
Bilbao 
Ekintza 

Tractor Group

“The research project facilitates 
our transformation; the 
transformation drives from 
the project… This form of 
conducting research is not 
limited to analysis, it helps us to 
develop our capacities and forms 
of relationship… we achieve 
something sustainable and 
the development of capacities 
increases the potential for 
transformation… this is for 
me one of the project’s main 
strengths” 

(Nora Sarasola. Bilbao Ekintza)
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This space, formed in the main by the Bilbao Ekintza technical team and its management teams, seeks to develop the facilitation capacities of 
the agency’s professionals. These persons are termed facilitators of the specialisation process which aims to promote the iBilbao2020 strategy.

The facilitators are those people who, individually or in a group context, assume the task of generating conditions in order that the agents in the 
territory may reflect, decide and take action (Costamagna and Larrea, 2017). The facilitators carry out their process of reflection, decision and 
action subject to the agents’ processes and to this end have a series of capacities. The purpose of the facilitators’ space of Bilbao Next Lab is to 
develop these capacities and this is achieved via workshops based on AR.

The main challenge facing the facilita-
tors is the implementation of the policy 
instruments defined to facilitate specia-
lisation (see list on previous page). Each 
BE team or area is responsible for the 
implementation of an instrument. The 
workshops in the facilitators’ space 
seek to define the facilitation actions 
for the implementation of these instru-
ments. For this purpose, the Orkestra 
team facilitates a cyclical process where 
facilitators reflect upon their role as fa-
cilitators in relation to the instruments 
which correspond to them and take 
the decisions that will lead to action in 
other spaces where territorial agents 
participate (companies, universities, en-
trepreneurs, etc.) but not the Orkestra 
researchers. 

Action-reflection 
process in the 
facilitators’ 
space BE facilitation actions 
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BE-Orkestra workshops

Bilbao Ekintza 
facilitators’ 

space
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The facilitators’ space thus makes it possible 
to elevate reflection to an abstract level on the 
basis of what occurs during the implementation 
of these instruments. The frameworks, concepts 
or analyses produced by the researchers allow 
for that movement from operational discussion 
to abstract discussion and vice versa. Abstract 
discussion contributes to the construction of 
a vision shared by facilitators and researchers 
regarding to what is worked upon in this 
space, whilst operational discussion makes it 
possible to define specific solutions such as the 
aforementioned facilitation actions.

Since mid -2017, the facilitators’ workshops have focused, 
mainly, on competitive intelligence tools and EDP.  
The Strategic Sectors team has participated most intensively 
in the workshops since it is the team responsible for these 
instruments. Individual meetings with the agents invited to 
participate in the EDPs or the agency’s storytelling to obtain 
their involvement are examples of the actions arising from the 
work in this space. 

Since February 2018, new workshops focused on the rest 
of policy instruments for specialization are being celebrated 
(programmes to foster entrepreneurship within prioritized 
sectors, branding, etc.).

Entrepreneurial discovery processes (EDPs) 
are processes which involve different 
entrepreneurial agents from different 
spheres (companies, technological centres, 
university, public agencies, civil society, 
etc.) with the objective of discovering and 
producing new opportunities that support 
the development of prioritised areas in the 
corresponding specialisation strategies. 

“At an operational level, work dynamics in the workshops 
are truly collaborative..... the workshops provide us with 
an education both in terms of specialisation strategies 
and with regard to the organisation of processes 
(contents, method, phases, roles…). And motivation too, 
thus improving our role as facilitators.” 

(Roberto Ondarra. Bilbao Ekintza)
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This space focuses on addressing the challenges facing the City Council and, in particular, 
the Area of Economic Development, Commerce and Employment when facilitating, from their 
position, the specialisation process. It is made up of the representatives of the Area of Economic 
Development, Commerce and Employment of the City Council and the BE Management, as 
well as the team of Orkestra researchers. The other area representatives of the City Council 
participate, on an occasional basis, in some meetings in this space. Similarly, there is monitoring 
of the work undertaken in the other spaces of the laboratory in order to ensure coordination with 
the activity of the City Council and involve the latter in the process of global AR.  

The space with the City Council is focussed, mainly, on working on the following points:  

•	 Definition and legitimation of the City Council’s role as facilitator of specialisation.

•	 Definition of the strategy of internationalisation of Bilbao within the framework of the 
specialisation strategy

•	 Development of the Zorrotzaurre master plan as one of the central spaces of the city 
to develop and attract economic activity, investment and talent that might support 
specialisation in Advanced Services. 

•	 Ensure the involvement of territorial agents in the development of the specialisation 
strategy (such as, for example,  the sustainability of the Local Group or the other levels 
of government) to develop a shared vision 

As is the case with the other spaces, the facilitation of this space by the Orkestra team allows 
the activation of reflection processes which involve decision-making both within and beyond the 
space and the implementation of the corresponding facilitation actions by participating policy-
makers.
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City Council

“The stakeholders in BNL were 

very aware of the fact that they 

could achieve so much more by 

working in concert than they 

could achieve by working alone. 

But a culture of co-production 

does not emerge spontaneously 

because it needs facilitation, and 

I have been impressed by the way 

that the stakeholders in BNL - the 

Mayor, his City team, and Bilbao 

Ekintza - have been open to the 

involvement of Orkestra and its 

role as an expert facilitator.” 

(Kevin Morgan. Cardiff University 

and Orkestra)
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Bilbao Local Group is a space that brings together different territorial agents. Its creation is part of the European In Focus project (http://urbact.
eu/In-Focus) . In Focus is a network of European cities aiming to improve their competitiveness by means of specialisation strategies and develop 
more efficient urban policies to strengthen and create economic in priority areas. In Focus also promotes articulation with the RIS3 strategies of 
the corresponding regions. 

The Local Group makes it possible, thanks to its multi-agent and multi-level nature, to (i) articulate and improve policies and initiatives 
related with the priorities of urban and regional strategy, (ii) define strategic projects that support urban specialisation 
in priority areas and, (iii) contribute to the construction of a shared vision by the agents involved with regard to urban 
specialisation strategies.

Orkestra participates in two aspects of the activity of the Local Group:

Bilbao  
Local  
Group
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As a member of the Local Group. The researchers participate in the 
group as a territorial actor contributing to the definition of projects and 
detecting potential opportunities to be developed jointly by the members 
of the group to encourage specialisation of priority areas. For this purpose 
Orkestra provides different quantitative and qualitative analyses of 
specialisation or benchmarking analysis of policies and cases of other 
European cities and territories. 

Support for the team of facilitators of the Local Group.  The 
facilitation of this space corresponds to the BE Management 
and to a team of professional facilitators. Orkestra assists in 
reflection upon the challenges arising from that facilitation 
and in the definition of the corresponding actions. To 
this end, the researchers employ theoretical frameworks, 
concepts and case studies of cities. 
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Bilbao Next Lab demonstrates that researchers, apart from acting as experts in the diagnosis of challenges for specialisation, making proposals 
or recommendations and evaluating measures taken, can act as facilitators of processes of change in the territory. In the field of specialisation 
strategies there is also a role that can be played by researchers but rarely is: assisting in the construction of new models of governance required 
by specialisation and generating capacities to facilitate specialisation. Action-research is an approach that makes it possible to develop this 
role.  

As the AR co-generative model shows, Orkestra works on the conceptualisation of co-generated knowledge within the framework of Bilbao 
Next Lab. This is a space in which researchers participate in internal meetings of the team of researchers and conferences, workshops, etc. of 
the academic community and work on academic publications. This conceptualisation also permits the re-definition of new challenges within 
the spaces of the laboratory and benefits other processes in different research projects.  

5
Academic 

Community

“In the Bilbao Next Lab project the question of the role that can be played 
by Bilbao in RIS3 in Euskadi has been present since the very beginning… 
what we are learning in Bilbao we are transferring to other projects that we 
are working on with the Basque Government, the three Provincial Councils 
and the other cities and, at the same time, we are learning from these 
projects for Bilbao Next Lab” 

(Mari Jose Aranguren. Orkestra)
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More info  
on the project 
here:

“Action-research enables us to research while transforming 
reality… In Bilbao Next Lab we are cogenerating knowledge 
in the area of RIS3 strategies, with regard to the what but 
also the how of these strategies. This knowledge is what 
we take to our academic publications and to other research 
projects” 

(Miren Estensoro. Orkestra)

The main lines of research which Bilbao Next Lab makes it possible to develop in the academic field are as follows:

•	 The role of cities and sub-regional governments in RIS3 strategies and multi-level governance of these strategies

•	 The facilitation of RIS3 strategies

•	 The role of Action-Research in RIS3 strategies (Action Research for Smart)

•	 Social challenges and RIS3




