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This article examines how the sustainability turn has reshaped smart specialization 
(S3) and how well-being promotion can be integrated into the new sustainability- 
oriented S3. Drawing on debates on place-based transformation, well-being, and 
regional innovation policy, the study analyzes 19 expert interviews conducted in 
Finland among municipal, regional, and national actors involved in well-being 
promotion. Methodologically, the article applies theory-oriented qualitative content 
analysis and uses Seghezzo’s five-dimensional sustainability frame as an analytical 
framework. The findings show that the sustainability turn has broadened S3 from a 
primarily competitiveness-oriented policy toward a more place-based, long-term, 
and socially inclusive approach. Well-being promotion can be connected to this 
shift through territorially embedded coordination, stronger strategic continuity, and 
broader participation by citizens, NGOs, and vulnerable groups. The article 
contributes to research on the new S3 by showing that well-being is not an external 
social add-on, but a constitutive dimension of sustainability-oriented regional 
transformation in practice.

Keywords: place-based transformation; regional transformation; smart specialization; 
sustainability turn; well-being promotion

Introduction
Smart specialization emerged in European Union (EU) policy in the early 2010s as part of 
the Europe 2020 strategy, which aimed to promote smart, sustainable, and inclusive 
growth. Its core premise was that regions should identify and develop areas of research 
and innovation where they had comparative advantages and the capacity to generate 
new, high-value-added activities, rather than imitate the development paths of other 
regions (Foray 2015; Foray et al. 2012). In its original formulation, S3 was a place- 
based innovation policy that combined strategic priority setting with bottom-up entrepre
neurial discovery process (EDP) and sought to support structural change through inno
vation and diversified specialization rather than broad sectoral support alone (Foray 
2015; Foray et al. 2012; McCann and Soete 2020). Although sustainability was already 

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduc
tion in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The 
terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or 
with their consent. 

*Corresponding author. Email: riikka.poikela@lapinamk.fi

Innovation: The European Journal of Social Science Research, 2026 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13511610.2026.2704157

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:riikka.poikela@lapinamk.fi
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13511610.2026.2704157&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-08-04


present in the early S3 framework, implementation initially tended to emphasize competi
tiveness, innovation-led growth, and export-oriented regional restructuring (Foray et al. 
2012; Kroll 2015; 2018; Poikela, Mäenpää, and Laakkonen 2023).

Over time, however, the policy context and practical orientation of smart specializ
ation have broadened from product innovations into more systemic innovations (Foray 
2025). In the 2021–2027 programming period, S3 remains a core instrument of EU 
regional innovation policy, but it is increasingly connected to green and digital transitions, 
interregional cooperation, and sustainable and inclusive development (Bianchi et al. 2024; 
Pontikakis et al. 2022). This reflects a wider shift from competitiveness-oriented regional 
innovation policy toward place-based transformation, societal challenges, and systemic 
change (Bianchi et al. 2024; Isaksen, Trippl, and Mayer 2022; Kruse 2023). As a 
result, sustainability in S3 is now understood more holistically, encompassing not only 
ecological modernization and resource efficiency but also social sustainability, partici
pation, justice, and public value (Bianchi et al. 2024; Poikela, Mäenpää, and Laakkonen 
2023; Pontikakis et al. 2022; Provenzano and Seminara 2023).

This broadened agenda has also reshaped implementation. Although earlier S3 
implementation approached the role of firms and market knowledge (Foray 2015; 
Mäenpää 2020), S3 processes have often relied strongly on public actors, universities, 
and other organizations, whereas social and citizen-centered dimensions have remained 
less developed (Kangas and Aarrevaara 2020; Kangas and Ryynänen 2022; Kroll 2015; 
Rakhmatullin and Hegyi 2021; Roman et al. 2020). Recent policy work has therefore pro
moted more open forms of discovery and governance involving civil society, users 
together with stronger multilevel governance and a more explicit role for municipalities, 
cities, and other subregional actors in translating broad policy goals into territorially 
meaningful practices (Bianchi et al. 2024; Estensoro and Larrea 2016; Grillitsch, Stihl, 
and Hermelin 2026; Mäenpää and Lundström 2019; Pontikakis et al. 2022; Pugh 2018).

A central implication of this sustainability turn is the growing importance of well-being 
in smart specialization (Poikela, Mäenpää, and Laakkonen 2023). Also, more broadly 
regional development is increasingly assessed not only through innovation outputs or econ
omic growth, but through the living conditions created for people and communities (Bianchi 
et al. 2024; Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Pontikakis et al. 2022). Rather than 
being treated as a secondary outcome of economic success, well-being is increasingly 
understood as a substantive objective of place-based and sustainability-oriented develop
ment (Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Pugalis and Keegan 2017). From this perspective, 
well-being is multidimensional and shaped by interconnected conditions such as health, 
education, environmental quality, safety, participation, and the broader circumstances of 
everyday life (Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Llena-Nozal, Martin, and Murtin 2019)

This broadened understanding of well-being is particularly relevant for the new S3. If 
smart specialization is increasingly expected to address major societal challenges and con
tribute to transformative regional development, then its relevance cannot be judged only 
through the traditional metrics of competitiveness and innovation intensity. It must also be 
considered in relation to how sustainability-oriented regional change is experienced, dis
tributed, and institutionalized in specific places over time (Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and 
Horvat 2025; Lundvall 2024; Schot and Steinmueller 2018). In this sense, well-being pro
motion offers a particularly useful entry point for examining what the sustainability turn in 
S3 means in practice. It draws attention to the institutional, territorial, and human dimen
sions of development that remain difficult to capture through conventional innovation 
policy frameworks alone, while also raising questions about governance, participation, 
coordination, and long-term societal value.
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Despite growing attention to sustainability and well-being, existing S3 frameworks 
remain conceptually fragmented and often lack tools for analyzing sustainability across 
spatial, temporal, and human dimensions. To address this gap, the present study applies 
Seghezzo’s (2009) five-dimensional framework of sustainability and utilizes it as a 
frame for thematic interviews (n = 19). Rather than approaching sustainability solely 
through the familiar triad of economy, society, and environment, Seghezzo reformulates 
it through the categories of Place, Permanence, and Persons. Place consists of three 
spatial dimensions, Permanence introduces an explicit temporal dimension, and 
Persons adds a human dimension concerned with identity, values, rights, and subjective 
well-being (Seghezzo 2009). This framework is useful for the study because it allows 
us to examine sustainability not only as a policy goal, but as a territorially embedded, 
temporally extended, and socially differentiated process. In the context of smart 
specialization, this is important because the key analytical issue is not simply 
whether S3 refers more explicitly to sustainability, but how sustainability-oriented 
regional development is articulated through place-based practices, long-term coordi
nation, and the differentiated well-being of people and groups (Isaksen, Trippl, and 
Mayer 2022; Seghezzo 2009; Żak 2023).

Against this background, the article addresses the following research questions: 

. How has the sustainability focus reshaped the implementation of S3?

. How can well-being promotion be integrated into sustainability-oriented S3?

The Finnish context provides an especially relevant empirical setting for this inquiry. 
In Finland, well-being promotion has a clear institutional basis. Municipalities and well- 
being services counties hold formal responsibility for promoting residents’ well-being, 
and this work is expected to be strategic, collaborative, and connected to a broad range 
of public, private, and third-sector actors (Health and Social Care Act 612/2021). At 
the same time, earlier research has shown that well-being promotion in Finland has 
often been fragmented across administrative sectors, narrowly understood, and insuffi
ciently integrated with broader sustainability and regional development agendas 
(Almlund and Holm 2016; Leinonen and Syväjärvi 2022). These tensions make Finland 
a useful case for examining how the broader ambitions of sustainability-oriented S3 
might connect – or fail to connect – with concrete practices of place-based well-being 
promotion.

The article proceeds as follows. The next section examines the evolution of smart 
specialization from a predominantly competitiveness-oriented framework toward a 
more sustainability-oriented and challenge-driven policy approach. The following 
section discusses well-being as a dimension of sustainability in smart specialization and 
introduces Seghezzo’s framework as the article’s analytical lens. The methodology 
section then describes the qualitative case design, data, and analytical strategy. After 
that, the empirical findings are presented through the dimensions of Place, Permanence, 
and Persons. The final sections synthesize the results, discuss their implications for the 
implementation of the new S3, and conclude by reflecting on the role of well-being in sus
tainability-oriented regional transformation.

New smart specialisation: from economic development towards sustainability
Since the early 2010s, the European Commission has required member states to prepare 
national or regional research and innovation strategies for smart specialization as a 

Innovation: The European Journal of Social Science Research 3



condition for access to the European Regional Development Fund. In the 2021–2027 pro
gramming period, S3 remains a key pillar of regional innovation policy, but it is increas
ingly connected to broader transition agendas such as green and digital transformation, 
interregional cooperation, and sustainable development (Bianchi et al. 2024; Grillitsch, 
Coenen, and Morgan 2025; Neto, Serrano, and Santos 2018; Pontikakis et al. 2022). 
This shift reflects a need to balance top-down policy directionality, such as the European 
Green Deal and SDGs, with subsidiarity grounded in local and regional participation (cf. 
Grillitsch, Coenen, and Morgan 2025).

Although sustainability was present from the outset, early S3 implementation largely 
emphasized economic restructuring, competitiveness, and export-oriented growth (Foray 
et al. 2012; Kroll 2015; 2018). Strategies were developed through entrepreneurial discov
ery processes, which highlighted firms as key actors due to their market knowledge (Foray 
2015; Mäenpää 2020). In practice, however, many regions struggled to engage companies 
consistently, and public organizations, universities, and NGOs often played more promi
nent roles (Kangas and Aarrevaara 2020; Kangas and Ryynänen 2022; Kroll 2015).

More recent scholarship conceptualizes S3 as a place-based innovation policy increas
ingly oriented toward structural change, societal challenges, and regional transformation 
(Bianchi et al. 2024; Isaksen, Trippl, and Mayer 2022; Kruse 2023). This is reflected in a 
shift from sector-specific priorities toward broader, challenge-oriented themes such as sus
tainability, digitalization, circularity, and resilience (Neto, Serrano, and Santos 2018; Pon
tikakis et al. 2022; Trippl, Fastenrath, and Isaksen 2023). As Foray (2025) suggests, 
innovation is increasingly understood as connecting natural, produced, and human 
capital, pointing toward more systemic and horizontal innovation processes that extend 
beyond individual industries (Poikela, Mäenpää, and Laakkonen 2023).

A central feature of this evolution is the transition from the entrepreneurial discovery 
process to a more open discovery process (ODP), which emphasizes broader participation 
by civil society, users, and other stakeholders (Pontikakis et al. 2022; Roman et al. 2020). 
This reflects a shift toward more inclusive, multilevel governance and comprehensive 
policy mixes, recognizing that complex societal challenges cannot be addressed 
through traditional triple-helix models alone (Bianchi et al. 2024; Grillitsch, Coenen, 
and Morgan 2025; Pontikakis et al. 2022). In this context, S3 can be seen as evolving 
from discovering opportunities toward purposive collective action, where regional 
actors actively shape transformation pathways (Grillitsch, Coenen, and Morgan 2025).

Despite these developments, S3 implementation remains institutionally challenging. It 
requires administrative capacity, clear coordination, stakeholder engagement, and effec
tive monitoring and learning mechanisms (Foray, Eichler, and Keller 2021; Guzzo and 
Gianelle 2021; Kroll 2015). In practice, regions often struggle to translate broad priorities 
into concrete actions due to fragmented governance structures, limited firm engagement, 
and uneven capacities (Hassink and Gong 2019; Sotarauta 2018). These issues are further 
highlighted by recent evaluations noting that key processes such as EDP have not signifi
cantly evolved since their introduction (European Court of Auditors 2025).

From a multilevel governance perspective, S3 implementation is shaped by tensions 
between policy direction and regional self-organization (Grillitsch, Coenen, and 
Morgan 2025; Kangas and Ryynänen 2022). These dynamics are particularly visible at 
the level of municipalities and other subregional actors, whose growing importance 
reflects a broader shift toward place-based transformation (Bianchi et al. 2024; Estensoro 
and Larrea 2016; Pugh 2018). Municipalities play a crucial role in translating strategic pri
orities into locally meaningful practices, although their capacities vary significantly across 
regions (Grillitsch, Stihl, and Hermelin 2026).
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This transformation also helps explain the increasing relevance of well-being in S3 
debates. Earlier studies identified weak integration of social and citizen-centered dimen
sions (Kroll 2015; Rakhmatullin and Hegyi 2021; Roman et al. 2020), whereas more 
recent work links regional development explicitly to societal well-being and public 
value (Bianchi et al. 2024; Foray 2015; Grillitsch, Coenen, and Morgan 2025; Pontikakis 
et al. 2022). Rather than assuming that economic or technological change automatically 
improves well-being, recent research emphasizes the need to evaluate outcomes in 
terms of capabilities, life conditions, and everyday experiences (Grillitsch, Cobos- 
Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Nussbaum 2011). This perspective highlights the importance 
of inclusive innovation and governance models that connect development processes to 
concrete improvements in people’s lives (George, McGahan, and Prabhu 2012; Kangas 
and Aarrevaara 2020; Kangas and Ryynänen 2022; Poikela 2025).

Well-being as a dimension of sustainability in smart specialization
The growing emphasis on well-being in contemporary smart specialization reflects a 
broader shift in regional development thinking, where well-being is increasingly treated 
as a substantive objective rather than a secondary outcome of economic growth (Fudge, 
Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Pugalis and Keegan 2017). This shift is particularly 
evident in the new S3 framework, in which innovation is expected to address not only 
economic renewal but also environmental pressures, social inequalities, and territorially 
differentiated needs (Bianchi et al. 2024; Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Pon
tikakis et al. 2022). Accordingly, greater emphasis is placed on social sustainability, 
inclusion, justice, and public value alongside ecological transition and economic restruc
turing (Bianchi et al. 2024; Pontikakis et al. 2022; Provenzano and Seminara 2023). In this 
sense, S3 can be interpreted as evolving toward a broader, open and participatory logic, 
where success is assessed not only through growth but through long-term societal well- 
being (Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; McCann and Soete 2020).

A well-being perspective deepens place-based smart specialization by focusing on 
how development is experienced in specific territorial contexts. Well-being cannot be 
reduced to single indicators such as income or employment but is inherently multidimen
sional and context-dependent (Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Henderson, Morgan, 
and Debridge 2024). From a capability perspective, this implies that regional development 
should be evaluated in terms of the opportunities it creates for individuals and commu
nities (shaped by economic conditions) to access services, environmental quality, and pos
sibilities for participation (Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Nussbaum 2011). 
This aligns with broader calls to move beyond aggregate economic metrics and instead 
assess transformation in relation to people’s capabilities and lived conditions (Bianchi 
et al. 2024; Lundvall 2024; Schot and Steinmueller 2018).

The link between well-being and sustainability further underscores the importance of 
socioecological thinking, where environmental quality is understood as a constitutive 
element of well-being rather than an external condition (Atkinson, Fuller, and Painter 
2016; Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021). From this perspective, well-being functions 
as a bridging concept that connects ecological transition, social sustainability, and 
place-based development. This highlights the interdependence of ecological and human 
dimensions and reinforces the need to evaluate transformation processes in terms of 
their concrete impacts on everyday life (Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025).

Incorporating well-being into S3 also has important governance implications. Because 
well-being is shaped by everyday environments and access to essential services, it cannot 
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be addressed by innovation policy alone, but requires integration across policy domains 
and levels (Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Marques da Costa 2021). This strengthens 
the role of multilevel governance and highlights the importance of municipalities and 
cities, which operate closest to residents and shape many of the conditions that underpin 
well-being (Grillitsch, Stihl, and Hermelin 2026; McCann and Soete 2020). As a result, 
these actors are central not only in implementing sustainability transitions but also in inter
preting locally meaningful development pathways (Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 
2025).

The growing emphasis on participation in S3 further reinforces this perspective. 
Addressing societal challenges requires the inclusion of diverse actors whose experiences 
and needs shape development trajectories (Mäenpää and Lundström 2019; Pontikakis 
et al. 2022; Roman et al. 2020). Participation is therefore not only a procedural require
ment but a substantive mechanism through which transformation goals are articulated 
and negotiated in place (Grillitsch, Coenen, and Morgan 2025). However, this also 
raises methodological and strategic challenges, as well-being is difficult to measure 
using standard economic indicators and requires mixed and context-sensitive approaches 
(Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021).

Taken together, these developments suggest that well-being should not be seen as an 
additional theme within S3, but as a central dimension of its evolution. Rather than repla
cing economic objectives, a well-being perspective situates them within a broader under
standing of development, where innovation contributes to public value and improved 
living conditions in specific places (Bianchi et al. 2024; Bryson et al. 2014; Ongaro 
and Yang 2024).

Well-being promotion in the Finnish context
In the Finnish context, well-being is broadly understood, making Finland an informative 
case for examining how smart specialization (S3) can connect with place-based well- 
being promotion. In Finnish cohesion policy discourse, regional development is explicitly 
framed as a basis for prosperity and well-being, linking territorial development to redu
cing disparities and improving citizens’ well-being (Ministry of Economic Affairs and 
Employment of Finland 2024). Accordingly, well-being promotion is conceptualized as 
proactive, holistic, and collaborative action that strengthens economic, environmental, 
and societal conditions for sustainable development (WHO 2022). This is also institutio
nalized: under the Health and Social Care Act (612/2021), municipalities and well-being 
service counties are responsible for promoting well-being through strategic and multi- 
actor collaboration.

This governance model provides a useful empirical setting for examining how sustain
ability-oriented S3 can connect with well-being promotion in practice. However, such 
integration is not straightforward, as it requires coordination across sectors, administrative 
levels, and institutional domains. Previous research shows that well-being promotion in 
Finland has often remained fragmented, narrowly focused on individual behavior, and 
weakly integrated into broader governance processes (Leinonen and Syväjärvi 2022). 
Similarly, policies have been characterized by fragmentation and limited strategic coher
ence, reinforced by sectoral divides that hinder cross-cutting action (Almlund and Holm 
2016). As a result, well-being promotion and sustainability have often developed along 
parallel rather than integrated trajectories.

These challenges are significant because well-being and sustainability are widely 
understood as mutually constitutive rather than separate policy domains (Jelsøe et al. 
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2018). In Finland, municipalities are central actors due to their responsibility for local con
ditions shaping everyday well-being, while well-being service counties coordinate 
regional efforts and knowledge production. This reinforces the importance of place- 
based governance, where municipalities operate not only as service providers but as 
key actors in aligning sustainable development and well-being (Grillitsch, Stihl, and Her
melin 2026; Guglielmin et al. 2018).

However, municipal capacities to fulfill this role vary considerably, and their position 
within multi-actor governance systems remains ambiguous (Grillitsch, Stihl, and Herme
lin 2026; Kangas and Ryynänen 2022; Sotarauta 2018). These limitations are particularly 
relevant in S3, where coordination of dispersed resources and actors is essential. As S3 
processes often prioritize economic and innovation-driven objectives, broader societal 
goals such as well-being risk remaining marginal (Mayer 2022). This is further reinforced 
by narrow conceptualizations of well-being, which limit its integration into regional 
development and innovation policy (Leinonen and Syväjärvi 2022). Consequently, S3 
may drift toward narrowly defined innovation agendas, leaving holistic well-being objec
tives underrepresented.

Taken together, these observations suggest that integrating well-being promotion into 
smart specialization requires stronger coordination across sectors and governance levels, 
as well as broader conceptualizations of development. This calls for approaches that 
combine innovation policy with social and territorial objectives and that are sensitive to 
regional specificities (Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Marques da Costa 2021). It 
also highlights the need for analytical frameworks capable of capturing sustainability as 
a multidimensional and place-based process. Seghezzo’s (2009) framework is useful for 
this, as it conceptualizes sustainability through the interconnected dimensions of Place, 
Permanence, and Persons and thus offers a useful lens for examining how sustainability, 
well-being, and regional transformation intersect in practice.

Sustainability: from three pillars to Seghezzo´s multidimensional frame
Most discussions of sustainability begin from the familiar triad of economy, society, and 
environment, but this framework has been widely criticized as insufficient for capturing 
the complexity of development processes, particularly in relation to place-based trans
formation, temporal continuity, and lived well-being (Seghezzo 2009; Żak 2023). Seghez
zo’s framework addresses these limitations by reformulating sustainability through three 
interconnected dimensions – Place, Permanence, and Persons (see Figure 1). Place cap
tures spatial and relational contexts, Permanence introduces a temporal perspective, and 
Persons emphasizes the human dimension, including identity, values, rights, and subjec
tive well-being (Seghezzo 2009; Żak 2023). In doing so, the framework shifts attention 
from abstract balances between economic, social, and environmental domains toward ter
ritorially grounded experiences and long-term societal processes.

This reformulation is particularly relevant for analyzing sustainable well-being in the 
context of smart specialization. The key analytical question is not simply whether S3 
incorporates sustainability, but how sustainability-oriented regional development is 
articulated through place-based practices, long-term coordination, and differentiated 
experiences of well-being. In this study, Place highlights territorially specific conditions 
and multilevel connections, Permanence draws attention to institutional continuity and 
strategic coordination over time, and Persons reveal issues of participation, inclusion, 
and whose well-being is prioritized (Isaksen, Trippl, and Mayer 2022; Seghezzo 2009). 
In this respect, the framework aligns with recent S3 debates emphasizing place-based 
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transformation, broader participation, and long-term governance (Bianchi et al. 2024; 
Pontikakis et al. 2022).

Although Seghezzo’s framework has been widely cited, its empirical applications 
remain relatively limited. Existing uses range from indicator-based assessments in 
fields such as water and sanitation to more qualitative approaches examining sustainability 
processes (Iribarnegaray et al. 2012; 2015; Iribarnegaray and Seghezzo 2012; Turku, 
Jokinen, and Jokinen 2022). More generally, it has informed urban and regional planning 
and sustainability education by emphasizing the importance of spatial and human dimen
sions (Bárta and Ples 2021). At the same time, the framework has been criticized for its 
complexity, potential overlaps between dimensions, and challenges of scalability across 
different levels of analysis (Lemke 2021; Yihdego and Salem 2017).

In this study, however, these limitations do not undermine its usefulness. Rather, the 
potential overlaps between place and persons are analytically meaningful in the context of 
well-being promotion, where human experience is inherently embedded in spatial and 
social contexts. The framework is therefore applied not as a theory of S3 governance, 
but as a complementary analytical tool for examining how sustainability becomes 
visible in empirical accounts of well-being promotion.

From this perspective, Seghezzo’s framework provides a useful way of connecting 
economic and industrial transformation with human well-being and everyday life. It 
offers a structured yet flexible approach for analyzing sustainability as a multidimen
sional, place-based, and temporally extended process. In this study, it is used to 
examine how sustainability is articulated in practices of well-being promotion, and how 
these practices relate to the broader sustainability turn in smart specialization.

Methodology, data, and analysis
This study adopts a qualitative case design. Empirically, it examines how actors involved 
in well-being promotion in Finland describe regionally embedded practices, long-term 
coordination, and the inclusion of different groups. Analytically, the study applies 

Figure 1. The five dimensions of sustainability according to Seghezzo (2009).
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theory-oriented qualitative content analysis, using Seghezzo’s (2009) framework as a 
complementary lens for interpreting the interview material (Schreier 2014). In this 
study, the framework is not used to explain S3 implementation directly. Instead, it is 
used to examine how spatial, temporal, and person-centered dimensions of sustainability 
are articulated in empirical accounts of well-being promotion.

The study is part of the Well-Being Promotion Competence Planning Project, funded 
by the European Social Fund and conducted between 2020 and 2021. The project aimed to 
strengthen the competencies of professionals and leaders engaged in well-being pro
motion in Northern Finland, to develop regional networks in this field, and to identify 
themes for continuing education. Within this setting, well-being promotion was 
approached as proactive, comprehensive, and collaborative action involving leadership, 
networks, participation, and digitalization. More broadly, it was understood through the 
logic of Health in All Policies as a multilevel activity extending across local communities, 
municipalities, and regional actors (Ståhl 2018).

The empirical material consists of 19 thematic interviews conducted between Decem
ber 2020 and January 2021 via Microsoft Teams. Interviewees were selected through pur
posive sampling in order to include a diverse set of actors working with well-being 
promotion directly or indirectly. Of the 27 individuals contacted, 19 participated in the 
study. The interviewees represented municipalities, regional development organizations, 
nongovernmental organizations, companies, government, and higher education insti
tutions (see Table 1). These organizational settings provided a broad institutional 
context for the study. However, the analysis does not focus on the formal role of these 
organizations in S3 implementation as such; rather, it examines how actors from different 
institutional backgrounds perceive and describe well-being promotion.

The composition of the interviewees reflects the broader shift in smart specialization 
from the entrepreneurial discovery process (EDP) toward a more open discovery process 
(ODP), which emphasizes the inclusion of a wider range of actors beyond firms (Pontika
kis et al. 2022).

All interviews lasted approximately 40–60 min and were recorded, transcribed, and 
anonymized. The interviews addressed themes such as collaboration and networks, 
digital solutions and accessibility, economic aspects, methods of promoting well-being, 
evaluation and impact assessment, and the future role of well-being promotion in 
service structures and regional development. These themes were selected because they 
enabled us to examine how well-being promotion is organized, how it is coordinated 
across multiple levels, and how it is linked to strategic and practical development work.

Table 1. The interviewees’ status information.

Type of organization Role 
Number of 
interviews 

Third sector and non-governmental 
organizations

Specialist/manager 2 

Cities and municipalities Manager/coordinator 6 
Development Project manager 3 
Private Manager 3 
Governmental Manager/designer/ 

other 
4 

Higher education Project manager 1 
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In the analysis, Seghezzo’s framework was operationalized in a way that brought it 
closer to the empirical material. Place was interpreted through three observable aspects: 
first, regionally embedded coordination and the local operating environments of well- 
being promotion; second, relational networks that connect places across municipal, 
regional, national, and international levels; and third, the sociocultural and virtual 
environments in which well-being practices unfold. Permanence was interpreted 
through strategic continuity, evaluation, knowledge use, institutionalization, and the 
longer-term coordination of activities. Persons was interpreted through the inclusion, par
ticipation, and differentiated well-being of individuals and groups. This operationalization 
follows Seghezzo’s emphasis on spatial, temporal, and human dimensions while adapting 
the framework to a governance-oriented empirical setting. Accordingly, the sample cap
tures diverse institutional perspectives on well-being promotion, including municipalities, 
development organizations, governmental actors, NGOs, and higher education insti
tutions. This design enables the analysis of how well-being promotion is organized 
across sectors and governance levels. However, as citizens and end users were not 
included, the findings primarily reflect institutional interpretations rather than lived 
experiences. However, the study does not examine formal S3 processes or strategy 
implementation directly. Instead, it approaches well-being promotion as an empirical 
entry point into the broader sustainability turn in regional development. The interview 
data were not collected from an explicit S3 perspective; rather, actors describe practices, 
coordination, and inclusion in their own terms. The connection to S3 therefore emerges 
analytically in the discussion, where the findings are interpreted in relation to debates 
on place-based coordination, long-term governance, and inclusive participation in sustain
ability-oriented S3.

The interviews were analyzed in NVivo 12 using theory-oriented content analysis 
(Schreier 2014). The analysis was guided by Seghezzo’s five dimensions of sustainability 
– Place (X, Y, Z), Permanence, and Persons – but remained open to empirically grounded 
interpretations of what these dimensions meant in the context of well-being promotion. 
The material was first coded into thematic units, after which similar subthemes were com
bined into broader categories. In this way, the analysis moved iteratively between the con
ceptual framework and the empirical material. The purpose was not to force the data into 
predefined categories, but to clarify how the dimensions of sustainability become visible 
in actors’ descriptions of well-being promotion practices, structures, and challenges. 
Seghezzo´s five dimensions are therefore only used as a framework for identifying key 
elements of sustainable wellbeing promotion.

This methodological approach is particularly suitable for the present study because it 
allows a conceptually informed but empirically sensitive examination of how sustainable 
well-being is organized and understood in practice. It also provides a transparent way of 
linking the theoretical discussion on the sustainability turn in S3 with the empirical analy
sis that follows. Next, we will present our findings.

Results
Place: well-being promotion as territorially embedded coordination
The interview material shows that well-being promotion is strongly embedded in place, 
but that place should not be understood narrowly as a single municipal territory. 
Instead, interviewees described well-being promotion as organized through municipalities 
and well-being services counties, while in practice it was carried out through 
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geographically dispersed and inter-organizational networks involving public organiz
ations, companies, higher education institutions, and nongovernmental organizations. 
Collaboration took place particularly through strategic development work. At the same 
time, the interviews revealed that coordination across actors was often challenging 
because the concepts of well-being and well-being promotion were not understood in a 
sufficiently shared or consistent way.

As one municipal representative put it: 

If you haven’t really dealt with [well-being promotion] … and the fact that it is strategically 
managed work in the same way as any other work … then [well-being promotion] is not yet 
self-evident to all parties.

Representative of municipality (1)

This observation illustrates that well-being promotion is not only organizationally distrib
uted across multiple actors but also conceptually uneven, which complicates collaboration 
across administrative sectors and policy domains. The interviews further indicated that 
well-being promotion extends beyond the local and regional levels to national and inter
national networks. National-level actors such as the Finnish Institute for Health and 
Welfare, the Association of Finnish Municipalities, and the Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Health were described as important in shaping the legal, organizational, and strategic 
conditions of local well-being work. International networks were seen as relevant particu
larly when well-being was linked to broader themes such as safety, regional development, 
and visibility in European policy contexts. In this sense, the empirical material shows that 
well-being promotion is not confined to one administrative level but is constituted through 
multi-scalar connections.

These findings suggest that well-being promotion unfolds through more than formal 
network structures. Interviewees described virtual and digital settings as increasingly 
important, especially following the COVID-19 pandemic, and emphasized that municipal 
well-being work was often organized through multi-actor working groups, welfare 
reports, and strategic planning processes. At the same time, the interviews highlighted 
those cultural conditions shape how well-being promotion is received and implemented. 
Individual attitudes, organizational cultures, and willingness to adopt new practices or 
technologies all influenced how well-being-related activities could be developed in 
practice.

This was captured clearly in another municipal interview: 

[well-being promotion] requires cultural change. For example, when money decreases, that 
the same level of effectiveness should be strived for more and more.

Representative of municipality (4)

From the perspective of Seghezzo’s framework, these findings relate primarily to the Place 
dimension of sustainability. The interviews show that well-being promotion is territorially 
embedded, but also relational and multi-layered. Place emerges, first, through the concrete 
local operating environments in which municipalities organize strategic work; second, 
through the wider networks that connect local, regional, national, and international 
actors; and third, through the sociocultural and virtual environments in which well- 
being practices are shaped and enacted. In this sense, the findings support an interpretation 
of place not merely as geographic location, but as a socially, institutionally, and culturally 
mediated context of action (see Table 2).
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From the perspective of sustainability-oriented S3, these findings suggest that territo
rially embedded coordination is not a secondary implementation issue but a central con
dition of challenge-oriented regional development. The results indicate that well-being- 
related action depends on place-specific actor constellations, local interpretive capacities, 
and multilevel connections that allow broader policy ambitions to be translated into work
able local forms. This is highly relevant to the contemporary transformation of S3, in 
which the focus is shifting from regional priority-setting alone toward the governance 
of place-based transformation processes. The findings also strengthen the view that muni
cipalities and other subregional actors should be understood not simply as implementers 
of regional priorities, but as actors that help define locally meaningful development needs 
and connect them to wider innovation and policy frameworks.

The place-related findings can be summarized in three empirical dimensions. First, 
well-being promotion is physically and strategically organized through municipalities 
and local structures. Second, it is sustained through geographically diverse and multi- 
actor networks. Third, it takes shape in shared cultural and increasingly virtual environ
ments that influence both participation and implementation.

Permanence: strategic continuity and the temporal conditions of sustainable well- 
being
The interviews indicate that the long-term sustainability of well-being promotion depends 
on continuity, coordination, and institutionalized management. Strategic collaboration 
appeared in the material as one of the key conditions of effective well-being promotion. 
Interviewees described well-being promotion as an activity that should be integrated into 
strategy work, goal setting, and implementation over time, rather than treated as a collec
tion of isolated actions. Strategic collaboration also referred to the need to define and 
describe collaboration structures more clearly, particularly across organizational and sec
toral boundaries.

Table 2. Examples of well-being structures and networks at different governance levels.

Examples of well-being at different levels

Regional National International 

. Broad network: police, 
NGOs companies, 
municipalities, regions, 
etc. 

. Networks between 
municipalities and 
research-, development- 
and innovation- 
organizations 

. Networks between non- 
governmental organizations

. Narrow operative group 
responsible for well-being 
reports 

. Multi-professional 
wellbeing networks 

. Regional groups connected 
via national networks of 
well-being actions

. Ministry of Social Affairs 
and Health through laws 

. Networks coordinated by 
the Finnish Institute of 
Health and Welfare as well 
as the Association of 
Finnish Municipalities 

. International well- 
being networks

. Networks based on 
organizations’ core 
themes 

. Thematic platforms 
(European Union) 

. Thematically broader 
networks, such as 
regional development 
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A second recurring theme concerned the connection between well-being promotion 
and wider research, development, and innovation ecosystems. Several interviewees 
emphasized that ecosystem thinking should be more strongly integrated into well-being 
promotion and that EU funding could be used to develop structures and practices that 
support long-term well-being work. One interviewee described this potential in the fol
lowing way: 

People have been made to understand how the EU funding can be used and how it can be used 
to develop different structures and ways to promote well-being.

Representative of regional development organization (1)

At the same time, the material showed that the meaning of well-being within project-based 
and regional development structures often remained unclear. According to the intervie
wees, well-being-related themes received only moderate consideration in project appli
cations, project decisions, and regional strategic planning, even though coordinated 
project activity was seen as potentially important for strengthening well-being promotion. 
Some interviewees also pointed to capacity gaps: actors in well-being promotion networks 
did not always have the skills, resources, or routines needed to make systematic use of 
development projects.

A third theme concerned management. The interviews showed that knowledge man
agement, network management, and process management were all regarded as important, 
but they were not yet systematically established in practice. There were no widely shared 
structures at regional or municipal levels for collecting, combining, and using anticipatory 
well-being data in a coordinated manner. Nor were there common instruments for knowl
edge management across organizations. The interviews thus suggest that while knowledge 
is available, its use in decision-making and development work remains fragmented. This 
challenge was expressed particularly clearly by one interviewee from a sports company: 

In general, there is a lot of data available. Utilizing it is perhaps the challenge in management 
in that you are at least not quite clear on how to utilize it in the best possible way. In other 
words, tools and applications are missing.

Representative of a sports company (1)

The material also highlighted the underutilized role of digitalization in well-being pro
motion, especially in relation to knowledge use and decision support. Although digital 
tools had become more common in-service provision and communication, their use in stra
tegic steering and evaluation was still limited. Finally, the interviews emphasized the impor
tance of impact assessment and prospective evaluation. Interviewees pointed to a lack of 
shared practices for assessing the longer-term effects of well-being promotion, as well as 
to the absence of a stronger benchmarking culture across municipalities and regions.

From the perspective of Seghezzo’s framework, these findings relate most clearly to 
Permanence. They make visible the temporal dimension of sustainable well-being by 
highlighting the need for continuity, institutionalization, strategic coordination, evalu
ation, and learning over time. Permanence is expressed not only in explicit long-term plan
ning, but also in the organizational capacities that allow well-being promotion to persist 
beyond individual projects, administrative cycles, or temporary funding arrangements. 
The findings therefore suggest that the temporal horizon of sustainability becomes 
visible in the ways actors seek to stabilize collaboration, embed well-being into govern
ance structures, and make use of knowledge in cumulative rather than episodic ways.
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From the perspective of sustainability-oriented and transformative S3, these findings 
indicate that systemic change depends on more than priority-setting or thematic align
ment. It also depends on whether governance arrangements can sustain action over 
time, coordinating multiple actors, and supporting policy learning. In this sense, the 
results speak directly to current debates on challenge-oriented and transformation- 
oriented S3, which emphasize the need for institutional continuity, monitoring, and adap
tive governance rather than short-term project logic alone. The findings also suggest that if 
well-being is to function as a meaningful sustainability objective within S3, it must be 
embedded in structures that support longer-term coordination, data use, evaluation, and 
inter-organizational learning.

The permanence-related findings can be summarized through five interrelated 
elements: strategic collaboration, the integration of well-being promotion into wider inno
vation ecosystems, the development of knowledge, network, and process management, the 
more systematic use of digital solutions and artificial intelligence, and stronger 
approaches to evaluation and impact assessment.

Persons: participation, differentiated inclusion, and the social meaning of well-being
The interviews show that the human dimension of sustainable well-being promotion con
cerns both preventive and proactive action and the differentiated inclusion of people and 
groups. A central finding was that participation remains unevenly organized. Although 
municipalities and well-being services counties hold the formal responsibility for well- 
being promotion, interviewees emphasized that nongovernmental organizations play an 
important role in preventive work and in representing citizens’ needs and experiences. 
NGOs were described as possessing experience-based knowledge that municipalities do 
not necessarily have access to through formal administrative channels. According to the 
material, however, this knowledge was not yet used systematically in service design or 
evaluation, and collaboration models between public actors, NGOs, and individual citi
zens were still developing.

The interviews also revealed that fragmentation in services and collaboration weakens 
the person-centered orientation of well-being promotion. One representative of a regional 
state administrative agency described the problem as follows: 

From the point of view of services, there are many actors there. Everyone can act separately 
from each other, without a common goal. The customer should recognize the services, but the 
service providers know nothing about each other.

Representative of a regional state administrative agency (1)

This finding suggests that inclusion cannot be reduced to formal participation alone; it also 
depends on whether services and governance arrangements are organized in ways that 
make citizens’ everyday experiences intelligible and manageable. Another important 
theme concerned the inclusion of different populations and vulnerable groups. Intervie
wees described the COVID-19 period as a moment in which some forms of inclusion 
were strengthened, for example through online youth clubs that complemented traditional 
services. At the same time, the interviews indicated that stronger inclusion of different 
population groups is still needed, especially in service design and in strategic municipal 
development. More generally, the material suggests that well-being is often assessed 
from the perspective of service structures rather than from the perspective of the individ
ual person and everyday lived experience.
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The interviews also highlighted the value of more individualized and inclusive 
methods in understanding well-being. Such methods were seen as important for making 
visible the social, physical, and even spiritual dimensions of people’s everyday lives, as 
well as the role of social capital in sustaining well-being. In this sense, a person-centered 
orientation was linked not only to participation but also to the quality of understanding 
that municipalities and other actors have of local life situations, differentiated needs, 
and inequalities.

From the perspective of Seghezzo’s framework, these findings relate primarily to 
Persons. They show that well-being cannot be understood as an undifferentiated collective 
outcome, but must be approached in relation to different groups, life situations, and forms 
of participation. The findings bring into view whose knowledge is recognized, whose 
needs are articulated, and whose experiences remain only partially visible in the current 
structures of well-being promotion. The Person’s dimension is therefore not limited to 
individual happiness or subjective well-being; in this empirical setting, it refers more 
broadly to the differentiated social reality in which inclusion, representation, and recog
nition are unevenly distributed.

From the perspective of sustainability-oriented and transformative S3, these findings 
suggest that broader participation cannot be treated as a procedural add-on. If S3 is 
increasingly interpreted as a challenge-oriented framework that addresses societal trans
formation, then it must also be attentive to whose well-being is being promoted, whose 
participation is enabled, and which groups risk remaining peripheral. The findings there
fore support the contemporary shift from a narrower entrepreneurial discovery process 
toward more open and inclusive forms of discovery and governance. They also reinforce 
the idea that the legitimacy of sustainability-oriented S3 depends not only on economic or 
innovation outcomes, but on whether it can recognize socially differentiated needs and 
incorporate them into development processes in meaningful ways.

The persons-related findings can be summarized through three core aspects: the 
importance of preventive action and the role of NGOs, the need to consider different popu
lation groups and vulnerable groups more systematically, and the continuing importance 
of citizen participation as both a democratic and substantive component of well-being 
promotion.

Next, we connect the empirical findings with the literature and ongoing discussions 
about well-being in regional development.

Discussion and conclusions
This study examined how the sustainability focus has reshaped the implementation of 
smart specialization (S3) and how well-being promotion can be integrated into sustain
ability-oriented S3. The findings show that the sustainability turn has broadened S3 
from a narrow focus on competitiveness and entrepreneurial discovery toward more 
place-based, multilevel, and socially embedded forms of development (Bianchi et al. 
2024; Foray 2015; Foray et al. 2012; Pontikakis et al. 2022). In the Finnish case, sustain
ability does not appear as an additional policy layer, but as a shift in how regional devel
opment problems are defined, who participates in addressing them, and how success is 
evaluated. This becomes particularly visible through well-being promotion, which high
lights dimensions of development not captured by conventional economic metrics 
(Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Grillitsch, Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Gril
litsch, Coenen, and Morgan 2025; Grillitsch, Stihl, and Hermelin 2026; Pugalis and 
Keegan 2017).

Innovation: The European Journal of Social Science Research 15



First, sustainability reorients S3 from regional priority-setting toward the governance of 
territorially embedded transformation processes. The place-related findings show that well- 
being promotion operates across municipalities, well-being service counties, and multilevel 
networks linking local, regional, national, and international actors. This supports recent 
research emphasizing place-based transformation over sectoral specialization (Bianchi 
et al. 2024; Isaksen, Trippl, and Mayer 2022; Kruse 2023) and highlights municipalities 
as actors of change rather than mere implementers (Estensoro and Larrea 2016; Grillitsch, 
Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Pugh 2018). In line with Seghezzo’s (2009) framework, 
place is understood not only geographically, but also as institutional, cultural, and relational.

Second, sustainability extends the temporal horizon of S3 by emphasizing continuity, 
institutionalization, and long-term coordination. The permanence-related findings indicate 
that well-being promotion depends on strategic collaboration, knowledge use, and cumu
lative learning, rather than fragmented, short-term initiatives. This aligns with debates on 
transformative innovation policy, which stress the importance of long-term governance 
and adaptive coordination (Lundvall 2024; Schot and Steinmueller 2018). At the same 
time, the findings highlight ongoing challenges: despite ambitions for transformation, 
S3 implementation remains affected by fragmentation, project-based logic, and limited 
monitoring capacities (Bianchi et al. 2024; Pontikakis et al. 2022).

Third, sustainability reorients S3 toward stronger recognition of participation and dif
ferentiated well-being. The persons-related findings show that well-being cannot be 
treated as a uniform outcome, but must be understood in relation to diverse needs, 
unequal participation, and varying life situations. This supports the shift from entrepre
neurial discovery toward more inclusive governance approaches (Pontikakis et al. 
2022; Roman et al. 2020) and reinforces earlier critiques of weak social dimensions in 
S3 (Kroll 2015; Rakhmatullin and Hegyi 2021). NGOs emerge as important intermedi
aries, although their role remains insufficiently institutionalized. This highlights that the 
sustainability turn in S3 also involves questions of representation, inclusion, and whose 
knowledge is recognized (Isaksen, Trippl, and Mayer 2022; Seghezzo 2009).

Taken together, these findings suggest that well-being promotion can be integrated 
into sustainability-oriented S3 when it is approached as a cross-cutting, place-based 
dimension of regional transformation rather than as a separate policy domain. This 
requires, first, territorially embedded and multiscalar coordination; second, institutiona
lized and long-term governance practices; and third, inclusive participation in which 
diverse actors contribute substantively. In this respect, the study supports recent argu
ments that S3 should be understood in terms of public value, social sustainability, and 
broader societal purpose (Bianchi et al. 2024; Bryson et al. 2014; Ongaro and Yang 
2024; Provenzano and Seminara 2023). Well-being thus functions both as a normative 
orientation and as an evaluative lens for regional transformation.

At the same time, the Finnish case demonstrates that such integration remains institu
tionally demanding. Despite stronger recognition of well-being, fragmentation across 
administrative structures and sectoral logics continues to hinder coordination (Almlund 
and Holm 2016; Leinonen and Syväjärvi 2022). This suggests that the sustainability 
turn in S3 does not automatically lead to coherent implementation, but requires intermedi
ary capacities, shared concepts, and governance arrangements capable of linking multiple 
policy domains (Health and Social Care Act 612/2021; Marques da Costa 2021; McCann 
and Soete 2020).

The study also contributes theoretically by demonstrating the analytical value of 
Seghezzo’s (2009) framework. By shifting attention from the traditional three-pillar 
model to the dimensions of Place, Permanence, and Persons, the framework enables a 
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more nuanced understanding of sustainability as territorially embedded, temporally 
extended, and socially differentiated (Seghezzo 2009; Żak 2023). This supports recent 
calls for more context-sensitive approaches that connect sustainability with lived experi
ence and long-term change (Atkinson, Fuller, and Painter 2016; Fudge, Ogier, and Alex
ander 2021).

Future research should further explore these dynamics through comparative and longi
tudinal studies, examining how different governance contexts shape the integration of 
well-being and sustainability in S3 (Lundvall 2024; Pontikakis et al. 2022). Attention 
should be paid to how participation translates into lived well-being across different popu
lation groups (Fudge, Ogier, and Alexander 2021; Roman et al. 2020), and how analytical 
frameworks such as Seghezzo’s can be applied in other regional development settings (Iri
barnegaray et al. 2012; Turku, Jokinen, and Jokinen 2022).

Overall, the findings indicate that the sustainability focus has made S3 more place-sen
sitive, temporally oriented, and socially inclusive. Well-being promotion can be integrated 
into this transformation when it is treated as a core dimension of development, shaping 
how innovation contributes to the conditions for living well in specific places (Grillitsch, 
Cobos-Cabral, and Horvat 2025; Henderson, Morgan, and Debridge 2024).
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