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Abstract

Transregional institutional learning has become a buzzword in European policy-making dur-

ing the last decade. A theoretical concept how to initiate, observe and support transregional 

institutional learning, however, is still missing. The following paper provides a theoretical 

framework to explain preconditions for transregional institutional learning and investigates 

the potentials of three different channels for learning: multinational firms, benchmarking stud-

ies and projects, interactive policy networks. The results show that there is not much proof for 

enthusiastic expectations on future learning processes, but options for EU policies to enhance 

transregional learning effects.

Abstract

Transregionales institutionelles Lernen ist als Ziel in zahlreichen politischen Programmen der 

vergangenen Jahre formuliert worden. Ein theoretisches Konzept der Initiierung, Messung 

und Förderung institutionellen Lernens fehlt jedoch bislang. Der folgende Text bietet eine 

solche theoretische Grundlage zur Erklärung wesentlicher Voraussetzungen transregionalen 

institutionellen Lernens und wendet dieses theoretische Konzept auf Erfahrungen mit drei 

unterschiedlichen Kanälen transregionalen Lernens an: multinationale Unternehmen, 

benchmarking Untersuchungen und Projekte und interactive Politiknetzwerke einzelner 
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Akteure. Die Ergebnisse geben nicht viel Anlass zu großen Erwartungen an transregionale 

institutionelle Lernprozesse im allgemeinen, bieten aber zumindest einige Optionen eines 

veränderten Einsatzes der EU-Instrumente, um transregionale institutionelle Lerneffekte zu 

erhöhen.

L’apprentissage institutionnel interrégional en Europe:
les préalables, les agents et les limites.

Wink

L’apprentissage institutionnel interrégional est devenu un mot branché dans la mise au point 
des politiques en Europe pendant les dix dernières années. Il manque toujours une notion 
théorique de comment piloter, observer et soutenir l’apprentissage institutionnel interrégional. 
Cet article cherche à fournir un cadre théorique pour expliquer les conditions préalables de 
l’apprentissage institutionnel interrégional et examine le potentiel de trois filières 
d’apprentissage: à savoir, les sociétés multinationales, les études et les projets sur la fixation 
des points de reference et les réseaux de politique interactifs. Les résultats laissent voir un 
manque de preuves quant aux attentes positives des futurs processus d’apprentissage, mais 
plutôt des options concernant les politiques de l’Ue destinées à améliorer les effets 
d’apprentissage interrégionaux.

Apprentissage interrégional / Sociétés multinationales / Aéronautique / Fixation des points de 
reference

Classement JEL: O32; R38; R58

Aprendizaje institucional transregional en Europa: requisitos previos, protagonistas y 
limitaciones

Rüdiger Wink

Abstract

En la última década el término “aprendizaje institucional transregional” se ha puesto 
de moda en la elaboración de las políticas europeas. Sin embargo, todavía falta un 
concepto teórico sobre cómo iniciar, observar y apoyar el aprendizaje institucional 
transregional. En el siguiente documento se incluye una estructura teórica para ex-
plicar las precondiciones para el aprendizaje institucional transregional y se investi-
gan las posibilidades de tres diferentes canales de aprendizaje: las empresas multi-
nacionales, los estudios y proyectos de análisis comparativo, y las redes de políticas 
interactivas. Los resultados indican que no existen muchas pruebas de expectativas 
entusiastas sobre los futuros procesos de aprendizaje; sin embargo, existen opcio-
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nes para las políticas de la UE a fin de mejorar los efectos del aprendizaje transre-
gional.

Keywords:

Aprendizaje transregional 

Empresas multinacionales

Aeronáutica

Análisis comparativo

JEL Codes: O32, R38, R58

1. Introduction

Within the last two decades, a renaissance of the region as the main locus of innovation proc-

esses was observed in theoretical and empirical investigations as well as policy programs 

(KRUGMAN, 1991; FUJITA; THISSE, 2002; MASKELL; MALMBERG, 2002). One non-intended and 

often criticized outcome of such spatial concentration is a growing disparity between regions 

in terms of economic and innovation capacity (KALDOR, 1970; ACS, 2002; CASTELLACI,

2006). Consequently, several approaches have been introduced to overcome spatial barriers 

towards learning processes by “interregional or transregional institutional learning”. With the 

relatively high level of diversity in Europe compared to other global areas, a bigger and more 

fruitful pool of ideas for successful institutions fostering regional growth and innovation is 

expected. The availability of knowledge on success regions and their strategies has been dras-

tically improved in the last two decades with the help of European and national partnership 

programs, best practice reports, business consultancy products and publications (COOKE ET 

AL., 2006; OECD, 2001, EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2006). These approaches took up relatively 

old ideas on policy diffusion among federal units and connected these concepts with system-

atic learning models based on joint monitoring and benchmarking processes (GRAY, 1973;

DOLOWITZ; MARSH, 1996; SABEL, 1996, Iurcovich et al., 2006). But despite all these efforts, 

empirical evidence shows that disparities in economic performance between European regions 
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are still growing and only few regions succeeded to catch up by following the example of 

other regions (EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2006a; CASTELLACI, 2006). There is still a controver-

sial discussion in the literature, whether this lack of success is caused by missing willingness 

to implement suitable interregional organizations for learning or by the general impossibility 

of interregional learning (GERTLER ET AL., 2000; DODGSON; BESSANT, 1996). 

The following paper will deal with three main questions in this context:

- Which kind of knowledge is normally the subject of private and public 

transregional institutional learning programs, and what are prerequisites 

and spatial barriers towards institutional learning?

- How are programs on the European and on the national level designed to 

achieve learning beyond regional borders, and what is said on their impact?

- What can be learned from experiences with transregional institutional 

learning on future steps for theory and policy?

We will use the term “transregional learning” in contrast to interregional learning to stress 

that learning is an interactive process, which is not restricted to fixed sender-receiver posi-

tions, and that these processes are always integrating single persons or organizations as part of 

regions and not the whole regions. At the beginning, we will present a theoretical basis to 

understand the specificities and prerequisites of transregional institutional learning processes.

2. Transregional institutional learning: The theoretical perspective

The term transregional learning normally refers to two different types of knowledge: knowl-

edge to be used for product and process innovations within organizations in different regions, 

and knowledge needed for the design and implementation of institutions on private and/or 

public level. Institutions include all formal and informal rules or habits established to reduce 
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the mutual uncertainty on the others’ action in a certain context (NORTH, 1990). This paper 

only deals with learning processes on the design, generation, implementation and effects of

institutions. In many political programs and firm strategies, the term learning replaced older 

concepts of transferring knowledge or technology. The rationale behind this replacement was 

the realisation that the transfer metaphor was not able to integrate the context and tacit dimen-

sions needed to actually understand the cognitive content of a message (SZULANSKI, 1996;

AMIN; COHENDET, 2003; ASHEIM, 2002). Furthermore, most concepts of transfer focused on 

one-way dimensions of knowledge exchange, which causes challenges of suitable incentives 

for the sender to share his/her knowledge with the receiver and for both parties to adjust their 

cognitive patterns to each other (see for the discussion on reverse [not interactive] knowledge 

transfer in multinational corporations ANDERSSON, 2003; PISCITELLO, RABBIOSI, 2006).

Learning in general means conscious or sub-conscious processing of own or foreign experi-

ences or creative ideas (ANDERSON, 1995; AKBAR, 2003). As the set of individual experiences 

and ideas is limited, interactive processes with others open up new opportunities for learning. 

Any successful learning requires adjustments of the individual knowledge base. On an indi-

vidual knowledge processing level, learning psychology stresses the interaction between the 

individual and the environment (KUNDA, 1999). Every individual is equipped with inherited 

cognitive patterns and experiences from former social contacts (LAUGHLIN, 1996; RIZZELLO,

2000). Any new data have to pass individual cognitive filters to be assessed according to its 

information value. To avoid misperceptions of the incoming data from written, oral or non-

verbal communication, common communication codes have to be used. Any individual in-

vestment to adjust the cognitive filters for better understanding of messages from others is 

only rational, if valuable and credible information as a product of the communication is ex-

pected (WINK, 2003). Therefore, organizational learning concepts deal with tools to overcome 

cognitive and incentive barriers (SCHULZ; LLOYD, 2001; NONAKA ET AL., 2001). Cognitive 
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barriers refer to the requirement of common communication codes, including language, ter-

minology, technology and style for communication, while the incentive barriers are caused by 

fears of communication partners to be exploited by non-cooperative partners, who use a free-

rider option to receive data without providing.

Concepts of organizational learning attempt to realise interactive learning processes between 

different members of the organizations (NONAKA ET AL., 2000; ARGYRIS; SCHÖN, 1996). Cog-

nitive tools refer first of all to technological solutions for data availability like Intranet or in-

ternal documentation programs. These technological solutions shall help to reduce the de-

pendence on single persons’ experiences and to increase joint data pools. Problems, however, 

occur due to the need for structuring and processing masses of data, the need for standardisa-

tion of data input and expression and the limitation of the individual incentives to contribute 

to the common pool. Therefore, organisational programs of standardisation are implemented 

to improve the interaction between single organisational members (TEECE, 2000; MAGAL-

HAES, 1998). Many schemes of benchmarking within organizations are based on comparisons 

of standardised results in different parts of an organization. For those tacit elements of knowl-

edge, which can only hardly be standardised and expressed to others, communities of practice 

are established to learn via mutual participation in routines and action (BROWN; DUGUID,

1991; BRUSONI; PRENCIPE, 2001). All these activities strive for the improvement of mutual 

cognitive understanding. Incentive barriers are caused by the lack of trust into the willingness 

of others to provide the best possible contributions to the interaction (NOOTEBOOM, 1998). 

Organizational incentives include mutual assessments of contributions, internal promotion 

and sanction regimes. As learning outcomes are in most cases fuzzy and hard to define in ex-

plicit terms, a broad distinction of organizational learning at least provides four general types 

of learning outcomes (ARGYRIS; SCHÖN, 1996):

Page 6 of 34

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres  Email: regional.studies@newcastle.ac.uk

Regional Studies

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review
 O

nly

- formalised learning, without actual effect on the knowledge base: learning partners 

pretend to follow new rules without actually changing their actions

- single loop learning, only covering the surface of the knowledge base: learning 

partners follow the examples of others without actually understanding the reasons 

for single actions and without adjustment towards other contexts,

- double loop learning, affecting the core of the knowledge base: learning partners 

understand the deeper meaning of others’ experiences and are able to adjust them 

to other contextual circumstances,

- deutero loop learning, affecting the process of learning itself: learning partners un-

derstand how they learn and how they can influence their learning performance 

with the options to improve organizational learning processes.

Only in few organizations, deutero loop learning has been achieved so far. As the develop-

ment of new technologies, processes and products is more and more dependent on interaction 

during the process of knowledge generation, examination and exploitation, inter-

organizational learning processes got into the focus of many firms and research organizations 

(LANE ET AL., 2001; TSAI, 2001). Two different dimensions dominated schemes for these in-

ter-organizational learning processes: The first and most common dimension is based on 

processing of benchmarking and best practice studies with the objective to look for solutions 

found in benchmark or best practice organisations to be investigated and transferred to other 

organizational contexts (BROWNE ET AL., 1995). The second approach stresses the exchange 

and joint development of tacit knowledge elements and looks for communities of practice and 

networks with members from different organizations (GRABHER, 2004; GIULIANI; BELL, 2005;

STEINER; HARTMANN, 2006). By mutual exchange of experiences and joint searches for solu-

tions, learning inputs for all participating organizations are expected. The investigation of the 

sources, emergence and evolutionary development of these network structures, however, is 
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still in an early stage of its explanatory potential (BRENNER, 2005; ANDERSSON ET AL., 2006;

STEINER; PLODER, 2007). We will find both dimensions – the benchmarking and the network 

dimension – in the context of interregional institutional learning processes.

Interregional learning might cause similar challenges as inter-organizational learning, because 

a strict common organizational umbrella with hierarchies and intra-organizational learning 

regimes and objectives is missing. An additional dimension in the interregional context, how-

ever, is space. The relevance of geographical proximity for learning has been discussed con-

troversially in the scientific literature (BOSCHMA, 2005; SCHLINK, 2006). The controversies do 

not affect primarily the contributions of geographical proximity to learning but the relevance 

of these contributions (BATHELT ET AL., 2004). In the cognitive context, geographical prox-

imity reduces the costs for face-to-face (F2F) communication. Frequent F2F communication 

can help to develop joint codes of interaction and to overcome mutual misunderstandings. 

Furthermore, additional options for interaction outside the professional context, e.g. social 

events, common childcare activities, are available in the case of geographical proximity 

(SORENSON, 2003). Common language and cultural norms should also improve the basis for 

mutual understanding. The impact of geographical proximity on incentives refers to the role 

of social control and reputation. Within a joint regional neighbourhood, default in cooperation 

might cause severe damage on future chances to be integrated into network activities. Addi-

tionally, common institutional routines with already existing network structure on different 

issues can reduce the costs for generation of new and more intense interactions within inter-

organizational learning networks, as the members can refer to common historical institutional

pathways. Consequently, many European and national programs, to foster regional develop-

ment and innovations, like poles de competitivité in France, competence centres in Austria, 

European innovating regions on the EU level, stress the importance of geographical 
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´proximity within regional networks and innovation systems (MARTIN; SUNLEY, 2003;

EICKELPASCH; FRITSCH, 2005 with different views towards these political approaches). 

It is beyond the aim of this paper to assess the relevance of geographical proximity for learn-

ing and possible dangers of lock-in effects within close regional networks (HASSINK, 2005;

BOSCHMA; FRENKEN, 2006). For the theoretical understanding of interregional learning and 

the specificities of its requirements, it is more fruitful to take a look at possible alternatives to 

geographical proximity (GALLAUD; TORRE, 2004; BOSCHMA, 2005). Candidates in the litera-

ture for such alternatives are temporary geographical proximity and particularly relational 

proximity, including social, institutional and cognitive proximity (LIYANAGE ET AL., 2007). 

Temporary geographical proximity does not neglect the benefits of F2F communication and 

social control. The basic hypothesis behind this concept, however, is the expectation that it is 

sufficient to realise these benefits in a restricted time frame, e.g. during industrial conferences, 

fairs or project meetings (BATHELT; SCHULDT, 2005). The learning partners can use these 

short-term communications to implement joint codes of interaction, which they then take fur-

ther by contacts via Internet or telephone. These potentials of temporary geographical prox-

imity are even more promising, if they can be based on elements of relational proximity. Rela-

tional proximity can be rooted in common professional backgrounds, which help to achieve 

cognitive proximity (DUPUY; TORRE, 2006). For example, engineers from the same techno-

logical field might be able to correspond frankly without mis-perceptions, even if they are not 

located closely to each other. This common professional background can also lead to mutual 

trust, as the partners can refer to common professional norms without having joint formal 

frameworks. Social proximity is based on personal linkages based on joint education, social 

background or social events. Again, cognitive barriers are reduced by references to other 

communication codes and styles, and trust is based on the expectation that the personal rela-

tionships lead to a higher ranking of reputation. Institutional proximity covers joint formal or 
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informal rules, which reduce the uncertainty on possible free-rider behaviour. For the reduc-

tion of cognitive barriers, the common institutional framework helps to create the basis for 

repeated long-distance communications within a standardised setting.

This general concept of learning can be applied to different forms of knowledge. In the con-

text of transregional learning, the generated, diffused and communicated knowledge can in-

clude “content knowledge” referring to the content of new technologies, production processes 

or products, as well as “institutional knowledge” covering the capabilities to organise learning 

systems including the relevant actors, channels, rules and incentive schemes. In the following, 

we will take a look at three different strategies to generate transregional institutional learning 

systems: a transregional firm perspective, a transregional benchmarking perspective, and a 

transregional actors’ network perspective.

3. The transregional firm perspective on institutional learning

For multinational firms, acting in different regional contexts belongs to usual challenges. 

They reacted differently to these challenges within their organization and their relationships to 

other firms and organizations in different regions (PEDERSEN ET AL., 2003 on empirical evi-

dences). Most of the literature on transregional organizational learning deals with strategies 

and tools to enhance interaction between members of the same organization within different 

regions (ALMEIDA ET AL., 2002; GUPTA; GOVINDARAJAN, 2000; CANTWELL; MUDAMBI, 2004). 

ORLIKOWSKI (2002) describes such strategies to achieve openness within organisations based 

on empirical observations. Again, these strategies follow different forms of proximity to over-

come learning barriers:

- the emergence of a common identity, i.e. the achievement of common cognitive 

frames and interpretation of new experiences (cognitive proximity)

- the intensification of F2F communication, i.e. enhancing geographical proximity,
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- the use of standardisation, i.e. improving institutional proximity by joint formal 

norms,

- the creation of individual incentives for knowledge exchange, i.e. creating some 

kind of cultural proximity by following joint objectives

- the promotion of opportunities to participate, i.e. arranging organisational prox-

imity with a wide range of possible participants.

These learning strategies mainly affect technological content. By exchanging experiential 

knowledge how to develop this content, the members of the organizations also receive and 

process data on the institutional framework within the organizational units and how it works 

in different regional contexts. For transregional institutional learning this way of collective 

learning is however limited, as most multinational firms follow a joint standardised institu-

tional framework within all national or regional units. The single units then have to look for 

strategies to adjust their internal rules to the regional context but not for communication 

within the organization. The theoretical ideal of a “transnational organization” (BARTLETT;

GHOSHAL, 1989) with a high degree of decentralization of competencies and organizational 

patterns according to different national cultures still seems to be a too complex structure for 

most multinational companies.1 As a result, there is single and double loop learning within the 

multinational firm, but without taking into account the regional institutional dimension.

Other parts of the literature discuss the impact of foreign direct investments of multinational 

firms on the countries and regions of destination. Here again, geographical proximity is iden-

tified as a means to achieve knowledge spillovers (CANTWELL; PISCITELLO, 2005; FUNKE;

NIEBUHR, 2005; OERLEMANS; MEEUS, 2005 particularly stressing the importance of supply 

1 The experiences with the Swedish-Swiss firm ABB and its complex decentralized structure still seem to 
be a warning for many managers to restrict organizational complexity and to keep the power in a cen-
tralized management.

Page 11 of 34

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres  Email: regional.studies@newcastle.ac.uk

Regional Studies

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review
 O

nly

chains for these effects). The multinational firms act in these cases as gatekeepers using their 

own research and development and experiences from other regions as an input to localised 

supply chain networks. Most of the studies, however, concentrate on effects on regional pro-

ductivity and spillovers. These effects are not necessarily based on joint learning schemes and 

processes, other influences can be caused by labour mobility within the region (BRESCHI; LIS-

SONI, 2001; DAHL; PEDERSEN, 2003). Thus, the institutional dimension is not always affected 

by these types of spillover analysis.

One specific case within this context is the multinational structure of Airbus (LIYANAGE ET 

AL., 2007; ALFONSO-GIL; TALBOT, 2007). The specificities are rooted in the strong political 

influence on location decisions enforcing a share of work-loads between production locations 

on four different European countries (France, Germany, Spain and UK) according to the 

amount of subsidies and the high level of technological and functional specialisation in the 

four countries. This specific structure made it necessary for Airbus to focus on regional (or 

national) collaboration at the different locations and to adjust these forms of collaboration to 

different institutional contexts. With time, ten centres of excellence have been established at 

the different locations. During the last decade, Airbus began to process experiences in the 

different regional contexts and tried to introduce these in the other regions. One example on 

this is the way, how Airbus initiates and supports activities to build up regional innovation 

capabilities on relevant technologies and services. In Midi-Pyrenées and Aquitaine, Airbus 

took part in networks with other big multinational companies from different sectors to interact 

with small, specialised technology driven firms, engineering companies and research insti-

tutes, e.g. in the field of electronic embedded systems. These experiences with this type of 

cooperation within some kind of knowledge cluster without direct competitors were also used 

to support a new cluster initiative in Germany on the development of composites as new ad-

vanced materials in different industries. As Airbus faced missing capabilities in composites in 
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the UK wing industry, they looked for new partners with necessary technological expertise to 

cooperate with existing suppliers and other demanders within clusters similar to their experi-

ences in France and Germany. These regional initiatives, however, are still sufficiently flexi-

ble to adjust to regionally specific types of organizations (e.g. share of public research organi-

zations, roles of universities, professional groups or chambers) and rules of interaction. 

Hence, Airbus tries to develop deutero loop learning based on experiences at single locations. 

For the interaction between the different regional settings, they use the organizational prox-

imity of Airbus with joint formalised rules and organizational proximity (WINK, 2007).

These flexible strategies seemed, however, restricted to those segments, where Airbus looks 

for advantages caused by diversity of technological knowledge in different organizations and 

sectors. In those segments, where Airbus focuses on specific competitive advantages, they 

neglect the regional institutional specificities and strengthen standardisation of knowledge 

interaction processes to increase the cognitive proximity of the integrated persons and organi-

zations. One example for this is the “concurrent engineering” program, where engineers from 

different Airbus locations and selected supply organizations work simultaneously on concrete 

technological problems (LIYANAGE ET AL., 2007). The standardisation and formalization re-

fers to the technological requirements (software etc.) as well as knowledge style and rules of 

interaction. These generalised rules for the whole multinational company underline the low 

relevance paid towards institutional specificities in the different regions involved. Airbus 

seems to trust in the dominating influence of cognitive and organizational proximity to main-

tain a joint learning atmosphere. For all organizations and actors being dependent on other 

forms of proximity (social, cultural, geographical), these restrictions lead to exclusion from 

joint knowledge processing.

Page 13 of 34

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cres  Email: regional.studies@newcastle.ac.uk

Regional Studies

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review
 O

nly

Summing up, multinational firms contributed so far only in a limited way towards transre-

gional institutional learning. In most cases, the management rationality looks for strengthen-

ing the organizational proximity within the firms and the cognitive proximity via standardisa-

tion and formalisation. Only in those cases, when the multinational firms depend on learning 

processes within the regions, attempts to systematically process institutional experiences and 

adjustments towards the institutional specificities can be observed.

4. The transregional benchmarking perspective on institutional learning

Benchmarking became in the last decades a typical tool of consultancy companies and firms 

to gain knowledge from experiences in other organizations (KHANNA ET AL., 1998; ZAIRI; SIN-

CLAIR, 1995). The observation of the attractiveness to private firms also raised the interest of 

the public sector with a high amount of benchmarking studies on the performance in different 

regions (POLT ET AL., 2001; HUGGINS, 2003; TOMA, 1997; HEINELT ET AL., 2003 on experi-

ences in European cohesion policies). Supranational and international organizations like the 

European Union or the OECD created their own database to offer quantitative indicators and 

reports to their members (see for example the European Innovation Scoreboard by the EURO-

PEAN COMMISSION, 2005a and b). Benchmarking shall provide knowledge for processes to 

define, assess and adjust organizational strategies. Basic characteristics are the orientation on 

comparisons between different units (in our case regions), the identification of best practises 

and ranking according to the performance of the compared regions, the integration of the re-

sults into an internal communication and learning process to identify causes, prerequisites and 

barriers to transfer of best practises and the implementation of internal processes of change 

towards the best practises (SPENDOLINI, 1992). Accordingly, the basic objectives of bench-

marking are the availability of information, motivation via comparison and hints to structure 

processes of strategic change and adjustment (IURCOVICH ET AL., 2006).
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Three crucial prerequisites determine the impact of benchmarking processes. The first prereq-

uisite refers to the access to information on the units of comparison. Most of the benchmark-

ing studies are focused on quantifiable data reports and formal observations, as these data are 

available without cooperation of the compared units (KAPLAN; NORTON, 2001 for approaches 

to link benchmarking with strategy processes based on business score cards). These explicit 

data, however, cause the risk to neglect the tacit dimension of experiences. For example, 

many benchmarking reports deal with information on single policy instruments and their im-

pact on regional economic indicators. Without tacit knowledge, which explains how to use the 

instrument, how to adjust to different needs of addressees and how to integrate into different 

institutional settings and social capital structures, any decision to implement the instrument in 

other regions cause disappointments, as the observed incentives and actions might not be 

achievable within another regional setting. 

The second prerequisite is the identification of suitable performance indicators. For many 

dimensions, quantifiable indicators can be used to assess the impact of single activities. Prob-

lems, however, occur in those cases, where quantifiable indicators are not available and quali-

tative indicators are only poorly defined by different organizations. This leads to the risk of 

mis-interpretations, as different organizations (regions) might mean different things within 

their reporting. The European Union attempts to integrate the specific knowledge from the 

regions on best practices by providing online access to best practice reports and by supporting 

formal networks between single regions to execute benchmarking studies (EUKN, 2006; 

EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2006b; EIR, 2007). These reports, however, only reveal explicit 

knowledge. The tacit dimension can only be explored by direct interactive contacts between 

regional representatives, who need incentives to cooperate in such an intensive way with each 

other. Thirdly, the results have to be integrated into a process of strategic positioning and 

changes (ZAIRI; SINCLAIR, 1995). Again, the institutional context in the single regions defines 
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the framing conditions for such a process and restricts a simple “copy-and-paste-mechanism” 

to process the experiences from best practises.

As a result, many benchmarking studies do not provide relevant information for the regions, 

as they compare regions with benchmarks, which emerged under completely different condi-

tions, for example benchmarking of “learning regions” or “knowledge regions” regardless of 

agglomeration density, proximity to other regions and structures of qualifications. Other prob-

lems of benchmarking studies refer to performance indicators, which might not be relevant for 

the regions intending to learn, for example patent output in rural regions or share of employ-

ment in highly qualified business services in old-industrial regions. Considering the third 

mentioned prerequisite for successful “benchlearning”, the actual impact of benchmarking 

studies on transregional institutional learning depends on the implementation into regional 

change processes. Only if there is an awareness of the regional decision-makers in firms, pol-

icy and associations, that changes are needed, and that experiences from other regions might 

help to structure this change process, the benchmarking information will find an addressee 

(HASSINK, 2005, on limits to those incentives within regional innovation networks). Within 

many European and national programs, regions are encouraged to follow recommendations 

from benchmarking studies without taking into account whether the regions are actually con-

vinced by the result. Consequently, the impact is then restricted to formalised learning – for-

mal announcements to change instruments of regional development – or single loop learning, 

which means simple imitation of the instrument without consideration of the regional differ-

ences. Other centralised forms to enforce transregional learning from benchmarking include 

regional contests, where the conditions for successful applications are based on results from 

best practice regions (EICKELPASCH; FRITSCH, 2005; KARL; WINK, 2006 on German experi-

ences). Here again, idealised institutional settings of “learning regions” or “regional innova-

tion systems” are defined for the regions to apply without considering the usefulness in con-
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crete regional situations. Private consultancy firms took up the idea of benchmarking studies 

on regions to act as knowledge brokers between the regions (MULLER; ZENKER, 2001, for a 

discussion of the role of those services for knowledge brokerage within a region). The quality 

of this brokerage service depends on the capability to adjust observations from successful 

regions to other regional circumstances. In most cases, the adjustment only refers to general 

models of knowledge specialisation, development of regional unique selling propositions, 

location marketing concepts and necessary infrastructure investments. The institutional di-

mension is often excluded from the adjustments, as idealised organizational settings are trans-

ferred between the consulted regions. As a consequence, the implementation of proposed

strategies is hindered by the institutional structures.

Summing up, the benchmarking approaches often lack necessary tools and incentives to inte-

grate institutional experiences and to initiate joint transregional learning processes. Therefore, 

simple imitations of best practises cause disappointing results for regions striving to catch up. 

The option to extract more generalized knowledge on suitable institutional approaches for 

regional economic development and changes out of the benchmarking studies seemed to be 

too ambitious for transregional learning processes, as these required (double and deutero loop) 

learning skills are normally generated within learning organizations along long-term evolu-

tionary processes with possibilities for individuals to investigate their own learning routines 

and strategies. Consequently, a report on regional benchmarking methodologies for mutual 

learning within the European network of innovating regions came to the recommendation to 

focus on benchmarking processes, where the regional actors themselves are involved to iden-

tify suitable benchmarks and indicators and are actually motivated to look for ways of im-

provement by comparing (IURCOVICH et al., 2006). 
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5. The actors’ network perspective on transregional institutional learning

This third perspective takes up the idea of communities of practice used within inter-

organizational learning processes (BROWN; DUGUID, 1990) and relates it to the development 

of regional institutions. While the benchmarking processes often lead to a comparison of a 

high number of single regions, their institutional settings and performances and the publica-

tion of data is distributed to a high number of actors, the actors’ networks refer to a relatively 

small number of individual experts from few different regions, who exchange their experi-

ences in a very intensive way and look for common aspects within their institutional path-

ways. Nevertheless, the umbrella organization for these mutual interactions can enclose a high 

number of regions. The actual interaction, however, is normally restricted to fewer contacts. 

Individual experts include in this context public servants from regional authorities as well as 

representatives from single firms or politicians, who are engaged in a specific context. The 

intensive way of interaction opens up the opportunities to develop cognitive proximity despite 

the different regional institutional and cultural settings, while the incentives for this interac-

tion are caused by the mutual benefits of the cooperation and the organisation of such com-

munities, which are similar to exclusive clubs with a strong relevance of reputation and re-

quired contributions. Three different approaches can be distinguished on the European level:

- mutual learning within a joint European network organization, where actors 

cooperate to get access to similar institutions in other regions (e.g. business 

incubator networks, regional development agencies networks or innovation 

relay centre networks)

- mutual learning within transregional projects dealing with a specific joint 

objective (e.g. INTERREG projects dealing with a wide range of topics 

from knowledge transfer to water and river management or metropolitan 

cooperation
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- mutual learning within networks of regions, which emerged particularly to 

improve the exchange of experiences (e.g. European innovating regions, 

Euroean regions of knowledge or European regions of innovation).

The need for exclusiveness and mutual benefits restricts the number of suitable partners for 

transregional learning activities of a region. Within economic geography, world city network 

approaches already tried to identify, how intensive economic linkages emerge between domi-

nant agglomerations (DERUDDER ET AL., 2003; TAYLOR, 2001, ALDERSON; BECKFIELD, 2003). 

Accordingly, metropolitan regions belong to the most active regions within the INTERREG 

context (GÖRMAR 2005; AHLKE et al., 2007). But even in important agglomerative locations, 

intensive flows are restricted to those segments, where similarity or complementary structures 

path the way to mutual benefits (MAGGIONI; UBERTI, 2006). Ideally, close linkages due to 

similar economic sectors, agglomeration densities, social structures, immigration or demo-

graphic challenges should help to find joint solutions and benefits from cooperation. In the 

abovementioned context of civil European aeronautics, an intensive cooperation between in-

dividual experts in the German region of Hamburg and the French regions Midi Pyrenées and 

Aquitaine was launched during the last five years (WINK, 2006). The cooperation included 

joint initiatives in the field of qualification with the option for French and German apprentices 

to spend several months in the other region and learn more about the foreign language, culture 

and qualification systems. This mutual exchange program could only be realised, after the 

German and French specialists in the public administration as well as in the big aeronautics 

companies defined modules, which belong to both qualification programs and can be mutually 

accepted. The institutional umbrella for this procedure had to be a formal contract between 

Hamburg and Midi Pyrenées and Aquitaine. Further elements of the joint learning initiatives 

on a more private level include mutual visits of entrepreneurs organized by industry associa-

tions to know more about the specific knowledge elements and organizational schemes in the 
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other region. These activities, however, are always restricted to those elements, where no di-

rect competition between firms or the regions as a whole are given. Additionally, the low den-

sity of cluster structures within the aeronautics regions can restrict the benefits of the interre-

gional cooperation (LUBLINSKI, 2003, on empirical results, and PISCITELLO; RABBIOSI, 2006, 

on the general importance of regional embeddedness for constructive interregional linkages 

within multinational corporations).

These experiences stress the role of an organizational umbrella for transregional learning ac-

tivities. The strongest organizational linkages are given within those organizations, where 

regional institutions joined together to exchange experiences and act as gatekeepers for re-

gional firms looking for contacts in other regions. Typical examples are innovation relay cen-

tres, business incubators and regional development agencies.  The members of these networks 

often achieved a high level of cooperation due to similar functions and experiences strength-

ening the cognitive proximity. The main challenge, however, remains in the context of diffu-

sion. Here, the impact is limited to concrete cases, where firms in the region see the benefits 

of contacts to and information about other regions. Regional representatives can try to rase the 

awareness for more international contacts, but without a clear market perspective these at-

tempts remain limited in their impact (GIACHETTI, 2007; CAMPITELLI, 2007). Consequently, 

the organizational umbrella can help to manage the interface between representatives in the 

different region, the actual diffusion of learning experiences, however, is limited to regions 

with emerging economic relationships. 

Initiatives by the European Union, e.g. the support of urban networks to exchange best prac-

tises and look for common solutions (EUKN, 2006) and the network of innovating regions 

(EIR, 2007), attempt to take up this idea of learning networks. Again, three prerequisites have 

to be considered. Firstly, the willingness to contribute to the network good “experiential 
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knowledge” depends on the similarity of institutional needs within the regions, the exclusive-

ness of these benefits and the prevention of free-rider incentives by the network members. In 

the case of Hamburg-Midi Pyrenées, the urgent need for qualified staff within the aeronautics 

sector cause a high motivation within the big multinational firms and the public administra-

tion to look for suitable solutions. The specific case of Airbus as a multi-regional European 

firm strengthens the benefits of joint solutions, as apprentices with experiences in both re-

gions can also contribute to the interregional learning strategy of this corporation. These cir-

cumstances lead to a relatively short-term visibility of benefits from transregional coopera-

tion. Similarly, the experiences of the mutual learning platform within the European innova-

tive regions network also stress the importance of awareness and motivation within the re-

gions. The simple way to motivate via subsidies will only cause short-term activities, but ac-

tual investments in mutual understanding require a clear visibility of the direct use for daily 

business. In difference to the benchmarking dimension, where a more general idea, how to 

solve institutional needs, might be a product of the process, the cooperation to find a joint 

solution for a concrete problem reduces for the involved individuals the level of abstract un-

derstanding (Iurcovich et al., 2006, also stress the need for early participation of the regions to 

have sufficient motivation for the use of benchmarking as a learning tool). Consequently, the 

actors can start the learning processes by jointly exploiting single loop learning processes out 

of imitations from experiences of the others and gradually extend the way, how to process the 

experiences along a concrete problem to finally reach a level of double and deutero loop 

learning (GRABHER, 2004, on the relevance of learning along single projects). 

Secondly, these learning experiences have to be framed within a general institutional um-

brella. Here, the European integration processes with increasing levels of harmonisation of 

general institutional contexts, e.g. for qualification schemes and professional requirements, 

can act as a supporter to transregional learning processes, as all parties can refer to a common 
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institutional basis. This formal harmonisation, however, has to be integrated into practical 

implementation, which is still missing due to incumbent national or regional institutional rou-

tines (MARTIN; SUNLEY, 2006 discuss critically the concept of institutional path-dependences 

in this context). The approach of single INTERREG projects has to be seen critically in this 

context, as here the institutional framework is still dominated by domestic routines and single 

case agreements without the option to use institutional solutions for other transregional coop-

eration activities. 

Thirdly, the experiences from the concrete learning processes have to be documented and 

extended to other problems to achieve the level of deutero learning (GRABHER, 2004). The 

exercise of the mutual learning platform within the European innovating region networks 

could be a suitable tool for this type of documentation, if all integrated individual representa-

tives are continuously willing to participate in exchange activities. The general danger within 

such network activities, however, refers to the crucial role of single actors on the regional 

level and personal proximities between the actors. If the development of joint solutions is re-

stricted to individual specialists, the possibilities to transfer the experiences with learning rou-

tines and cooperation styles to other actors in the regions are limited. Consequently, the trans-

regional network depends might be restricted to a specific segment of problems and might 

provide only low marginal benefits with time, as all activities are restricted to the personal 

contacts of these specialists. The expectation of such restricted benefits might cause only low 

incentives for further investments into the emergence of networks. Therefore, actual transre-

gional institutional learning networks will only affect few regions in specific situations with 

clear – similar or complementary – urgent needs. In particular economically lagging regions 

might face barriers to be integrated into such networks with more developed regions, if the 

mutual benefits are not sufficiently obvious for all partners. For the activities of the European 

Union to support learning networks, this observation should lead to more focused and concen-
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trated programs, where regions with similar challenges can build their sub-networks and the 

network emergence is extended to more than one or two fields of cooperation. 

6. Concluding remarks

The original idea of transregional institutional learning looks quite promising: By exploiting a 

big diversified pool of institutional ideas and experiences, the process of institutional knowl-

edge generation and examination can be accelerated and lead to more institutional results. The 

European Union with a common institutional umbrella for regional development should pro-

vide an ideal environment for such learning tools. Consequently, several political programs 

and initiatives for transregional institutional have been launched, and private consultancy 

firms praise themselves as institutional knowledge brokers between successful and lagging 

regions. The brief overview to different perspectives on transregional learning processes, 

however, reveals several prerequisites, which are hardly met in practice. Even within multina-

tional corporations, which can rely on joint organisational rules and programs to enhance 

cognitive proximity, institutional learning is restricted to adjustment processes towards joint 

organisational rules. Subsidiaries in different regions mostly have to fit into the multinational 

institutional setting and their institutional experiences hardly change anything within the cor-

poration. Benchmarking approaches, which are the most common tool of political programs 

and consultancy projects, offer the opportunity to learn from a great variety of institutional 

experiences, but only on a general level. As most of the actors in administrations, agencies 

and firms on the regional level do not have necessary time, routines and incentives to look 

beyond the explicit institutional descriptions of experiences from other regions, learning im-

pacts are restricted to formalised learning or imitations without considering the specific re-

gional circumstances. Here, the European programs should look for a more focused supply of 

data and instruments to raise the awareness for benchmarking within different types of re-

gions. The more differentiated the tools will be the more obvious possible benefits from learn-
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ing experiences can be identified. Actors’ learning networks can actually provide a suitable 

framework for such transregional learning processes. The necessary incentives and invest-

ments, however, restrict the range of suitable members to few regions with suitable conditions 

for joint learning and few specialists actually engaged into learning to jointly solve concrete 

problems. Therefore, regional actors should critically investigate the possible benefits of 

transregional learning activities and restrict their investments to clearly defined and concrete 

problems. It will, however, be important for the institutional development of the regions to 

concentrate firstly on intraregional learning skills and organizational prerequisites. Without 

these regional prerequisites, any transregional activity will remain an abstract idea. For the 

European programs, this means the need to strengthen already existing networking activities 

on an organizational level (e.g. innovation relay centres) or transregional cooperation level to 

have a common institutional umbrella available, but instead of supporting single projects to 

offer a more general platform for mutual learning with incentives to form sub-networks be-

tween regions in similar conditions and to widen the number and fields of integrated actors on 

the regional level. In general, however, any impact of these transregional activities crucially 

depends on intraregional capabilities and mutual benefits in concrete cases.
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