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Executive Summary 
In order to reinforce the SAE initiative and to give further leverage to ensure the SAE community 

expansion, Smart4Europe intends to share experience and best practices among SAE community 

members but also beyond. 

Thanks to workshops and EC events opportunities, the existing Innovation Actions (IAs) (2015-2018, 

2017-2020 ones) have shared their experience on coaching on digital skill acquisition via education 

and training centres, sources of finance, etc. 

Collected best practices guidelines including lessons learnt from the existing IA, identifying needs of 

targeted actors (SMEs, mid-caps, start-ups, newcomers, etc.) are discussed and first questions for 

supporting European digitization are raised. 
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Introduction 

Smart4Europe is designed to support the Smart Anything Everywhere (SAE) Initiative which 

ambitions to contribute to Europe's need in accelerating the design, development, and uptake of 

advanced digital technologies by bringing Innovation Actions (IAs) together. In order to boost digital 

transformation of the European Industry, Smart4Europe specifically targets European small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and mid-caps to manufacture competitive products based on 

innovative electronic components, software, and systems. In addition, Smart4Europe will help 

companies to gain competitiveness through early technology adoption and strengthening the go-to-

market by easing access to finance the product development and to early customers. 

As shown in Figure 1.1 the Smart4Europe strategic objectives are threefold: 

• Connecting with the community and enhancing SAE growth by bringing on board SMEs 

and mid-caps 

• Multiplying and creating an SAE ecosystem and achieving growth through collaboration 

• Enabling the next generation of SAE and growth in new sectors 

Smart4Europe will strengthen the evolving digital sector in Europe by reinforcing the collaboration 

between key players, competence centers, digital innovation hubs (DIHs) and existing and future 

actions aligned to the SAE initiative. Smart4Europe will contribute to support and enhance the SAE 

ecosystem, to reach European SMEs and start-up more effectively, to support strategic 

developments to growth the ecosystem through collaborations between the granted Innovation 

Actions and other European initiatives, and to expand the SAE initiative.  

 

Figure 1.1 Overall objectives of Smart4Europe 

 

In order to reinforce the SAE initiative and to give further leverage to ensure the SAE community 

expansion, Smart4Europe has brought together all IAs supported under the SAE initiative, giving the 

opportunity to share experience and best practices among SAE community members and beyond.  
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SAE initiative 

In response to new challenges arising from the increased integration of digital components and smart 

functionality in products and services of everyday life, the European Commission launched the 

“Smart Anything Everywhere (SAE)” Initiative in March 2015. At the core of the initiative were the 

networks of competence centres, usually research technology organisations (RTOs) or technology 

transfer-oriented university institutes who cluster a wide spectrum of technical and application 

knowledge to support innovation. In April 2016 the European Commission presented the Digitizing 

Industry Strategy relying on the Digital Innovation Hubs (DIHs). The SAE initiative then naturally 

trended towards DIHs to foster Europe digitization, by bringing innovative SME, start-ups and mid-

caps in contact with major digital technology providers, expertise and know-how partners, 

innovation management and financing advisers, networking opportunities. 

As key actor of the Digitizing European Industry strategy, SAE is dedicated to the creation of a well-

functioning ecosystems around regional DIHs in four technological areas: Cyber-physical and 

embedded systems, Customised low energy computing powering CPS and the IoT, Advanced micro-

electronics components and Smart System Integration and Organic and large area electronics. DIHs 

provide through intensive collaboration not only technical advice, expertise and know-how but also 

business consulting and training in order to de-risk the time-to-market and to help foster 

competitiveness. Innovative companies can experiment with new technologies, try them out in their 

processes and work together with the suppliers of the technology to adapt it to their specific needs, 

and get services beyond technical advice such as business consulting and training. 

SAE aims at catalyzing European Digitization and support European SMEs, start-ups and mid-caps to 

enhance their products and services through the inclusion of innovative digital technologies, in order 

to achieve competitive products and therefore to help foster competitiveness on the one hand, and 

on the other hand to establish fully functional ecosystems of DIHs that can also provide services 

beyond technical advice such business consulting, innovation management support and training.  

A first group of four Innovation Actions, gateone3, Smarter-SI4, CPSELabs5, and EuroCPS6, have been 

first implemented in 2015, combining efforts under the SAE initiative, to support experiments with 

the aim of involving SMEs and midcaps in the field of Cyber-Physical Systems (CPS), Internet of Things 

(IoT) and Smart Systems Integration (SSI). Since September 2017, this first group has been enlarged 

with the arrival of 4 new Innovation Actions, Smartees7, Diatomic8, FED4SAE9 and Tetramax10. 

The first group of Innovation Actions ended during the first half of 2018, after completing the full 

cycle: networking & connection to SMEs – selection of SMEs and related projects – technical 

management & follow up – dissemination. Experience was learnt both by the competence centers 

and industrial partners and the European Commission, being key element in the SAE ecosystem 

building, in particular for the ecosystem fostering and the synergies between the actors: DIHs-

                                                           
3
 gateone: www.gateone-project.eu   

4
 Smarter-SI: www.smarter-si.eu  

5
 CPSE Labs: www.cpse-labs.eu  

6
 EuroCPS: www.eurocps.org  

7
 SmartEEs: www.smartees.eu  

8
 DIATOMIC: www.diatomic.eu  

9
 FED4SAE: www.fed4sae.eu   

10
 Tetramax: www.tetramax.eu  

http://www.gateone-project.eu/
http://www.smarter-si.eu/
http://www.cpse-labs.eu/
http://www.eurocps.org/
http://www.smartees.eu/
http://www.diatomic.eu/
http://www.fed4sae.eu/
http://www.tetramax.eu/
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competence centers, SMEs and midcaps, European and local initiatives, in order to act as one 

community. First feedback has been already implemented in the Financial Support to Third party 

tool11, widely used by the second round of IAs. 

The lessons learnt and feedback discussed in the report were collected during workshops and 

discussions (telephone conferences, email exchanges) set-up during the 1st half of Smart4Europe 

thanks to the collaboration between all the SAE IAs12. They are covering issues faced mostly by the 

second round of IAs, but with identified input from the first IAs that finished first semester of 2018. 

When available granted SMEs’ feedback is highlighted: 

o Common vocabulary 

o “Cascade Funding” (FSTP) 

o Exploitation phase 

o Sustainability approach 

Lessons learnt 

To have a common vocabulary with agreed definition 
In order to have a clear message without any confusion and in particular to have a common 
understanding of what kind of company lays behind start-up, SMEs, mid-caps, ETI, etc. 

Referring to the annual report on European SMEs (Ref; Ares (2017)/5729448-23/11/2017) gives part 
of the answer (Table 1) by defining a SME with classification depending mainly on the number of 
employees and turnover.  

 
Table 1: SME definition 

The definition of a mid-caps is somehow trickier as there is no official definition proposed by the EC. 
Every project can produce its own definition. It would be recommended to align the various 
definitions and share it with the EC (Table 2). 

reference Mid-cap definition 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-
14-2128_en.htm 

„There is no common EU definition of mid-cap 

companies. While SMEs are defined as having 

fewer than 250 employees, mid-caps are 

broadly said to have between 250 and 3000 

employees.” 

                                                           
11

 See e.g.: https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/help-desk/  

12
 The first four IAs are covered by Smart4Europe as project partners, the second four as „associated“ partners 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-14-2128_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-14-2128_en.htm
https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/help-desk/
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reference Mid-cap definition 

Draft Horizon 2020 Work Programme 
2016-2017 in the area of Access to Risk 
Finance 

In implementing the Horizon 2020 financial instrument 
facilities and until an official definition is agreed, 
'midcaps' are deemed to be enterprises comprising 
250 to 3000 employees (in full-time equivalents). They 
are divided into 'small midcaps' of between 250 and 
499 employees, and 'medium and large midcaps' of 
from 500 to 3000 employees   

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003H0361 

Staff headcount and financial ceilings determining 
enterprise categories 

1. The category of micro, small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) is made up of 
enterprises which employ fewer than 250 
persons and which have an annual turnover 
not exceeding EUR 50 million, and/or an 
annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 
43 million. 

2. Within the SME category, a small enterprise is 
defined as an enterprise which employs fewer 
than 50 persons and whose annual turnover 
and/or annual balance sheet total does not 
exceed EUR 10 million. 

3. Within the SME category, a microenterprise is 
defined as an enterprise which employs fewer 
than 10 persons and whose annual turnover 
and/or annual balance sheet total does not 
exceed EUR 2 million. 

http://www.investopedia.com A small / mid-cap company is a company with a 
market capitalization between $ 300 million and $2 
billion / $2 billion and $10 billion 

www.insee.fr ETI, “Entreprise de Taille Intermédiaire” 

 An intermediate-sized enterprise (ETI) is a 
company with between 250 and 4999 
employees, and a turnover which does not 
exceed 1.5 billion euros or a balance sheet 
total which does not exceed 2 billion euros. 

 A company with fewer than 250 employees 
but a turnover bigger than 50 million euros 
and a balance sheet exceeding 43 million 
euros is also considered to be of intermediate 
size. 

 ETIs represent an intermediate category 
between small and medium enterprises and 
large companies. 

Table 2: Mid-Cap definition 

Therefore every project produces its own sets of definitions and recommendations, especially for the 

mid-caps, a few examples can be found in the following tables. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003H0361
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32003H0361
http://www.investopedia.com/
http://www.insee.fr/
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Table 3: SmartEEs definition 

 
Table 4: Tetramax definition extracted from http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/conferences/state-
aid/sme/smedefinitionguide_en.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/conferences/state-aid/sme/smedefinitionguide_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/conferences/state-aid/sme/smedefinitionguide_en.pdf
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Table 5: FED4SAE definition 

 

Financial support to third parties 
Following the 1st phase of the SAE initiative, the Financial Support to Third party (FSTP) process was 

generalized to all the innovation actions. Based on the 1st phase feedbacks, common methodology 

and recommendations are shared among the running SAE projects. 

FSTP is a very efficient tool to foster the SAE ecosystem, it is mainly dedicated to pan-European, 

cross-border collaboration (it should not substitute to any local, national, regional funding program). 

It addresses SMEs, start-ups and mid-caps, coming from H2020 eligible countries 

(http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/grants_manual/hi/3cpart/h2020-hi-list-

ac_en.pdf, with specific attention as the documents might be updated during the IA lifetime), both 

innovative (high-tech) and traditional (non-tech) companies, among various application domains.  

Based on the first four IAs that ran over the period 2015-2018, and additionally results of the FP7 

project Tetracom13, and the available information, it appears that most of the targeted innovative 

companies were less than 10 employees with a turnover of less than 2 million €, companies that can 

be classified as micro SMEs (Figure 1, Figure 2). This is not fully surprising as this size of companies 

                                                           
13

 www.tetracom.eu  

http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/grants_manual/hi/3cpart/h2020-hi-list-ac_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/grants_manual/hi/3cpart/h2020-hi-list-ac_en.pdf
http://www.tetracom.eu/
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represent the very large majority of European enterprises (see Table 6), i.e. more than 90%. For such 

small enterprise, it is of prime importance to propose a tool simple to understand, easy to access, 

fast to response, in other words agile, a minimum of administrative tasks and reporting. From 

discussion with the small SMEs, people are quite reluctant to apply to EC program being afraid or 

having got already bad experience with the EC reporting. 

 

Figure 1: Tetracom achievements 

 
 

Granted companies type Average number of employees 

Figure 2: EuroCPS output 

 

The common FSTP tool put into place in the frame of the SAE initiative offers such benefit for the 

SMEs. 
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Table 6: European entreprise landscape 

 It gives access to both a wide panel of advanced technologies & competences and 

infrastructures to test digital innovation on very different domains such as Cyber-Physical 

Systems solution ,integration, integration of flexible electronics technologies into advanced 

products and services, domain of customized low energy computing (CLEC) for Cyber-physical 

systems and the Internet of Things, in the area of advanced microelectronics & smart 

systems integration for the benefit of health, agrifood, manufacturing sectors 

 A financial support from the EC is provided directly to the SMEs (typically from 20 k€ to 70 

k€), based on a 70% funding rate. Usually this direct funding is one pillar of the FSTP tool, 

completed by funding support to the competence partner and the industrial partner. The 

FSTP is currently of two kinds depending on the IA: either cascade funding (FED4SAE, 

Tetramax, or voucher (SmartEEs). There is no recommendation available so far and it would 

be of interest for the four running IAs to share experience, feedbacks and recommendations 

in a couple of months. By then the IAs will have gained enough experience to analyze the 

Pros and Cons of each strategy (cascade funding and voucher) and will be able to share 

return of experience and develop first recommendations. 

 Funding decisions are quick and official notifications are provided in less than 2 months, 

which make it possible to start the selected projects rapidly. This is a key element as the time 

is a key factor of the digitization process, to define a project with pertinent choice in terms of 

disruptive technology and usage case, to build a pertinent business model, in other words 

not to be obsolete in terms of technology and/or not to be competitive regarding the usage 

case by the end of the selected AE. To bring the right support at the right time appears 

essential to remain in the course of Europe digitization and not to miss the target.  

 SMEs look for lean and agile process and most of the time they do not have the means to 

deal with European program and are quite afraid to enter any European program. Thus to 

present a simple process with shared requirements for all the SAE running IAs, with a 

common portal (SAE website) helps to attract SMEs from various sectors and all over Europe. 

Open calls are therefore organized and promoted on SAE website (see Figure 33). Even 

though the on-line submission is not fully uniformed and depends on every individual IA: 
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o Open calls are set-up either with fixed deadlines or cut-off dates and they must be 

open for at least 12 weeks. In any case FAQs, recommendations and an information 

hot line are available to support the SMEs; 

o Proposal submissions are made on-line with or without pre-registration; 

o A simple and short proposal template (between 10 and 15 pages depending on the 

available template) must be filled out describing the project idea, how does the 

product/process/service become more competitive through the latest digital 

technologies, where does the competition stand, how does it fit in the SME’s 

roadmap, what will be the impact in terms of employment, revenues growth, etc. 

and what will be the benefit for the society (improve health safety, decrease the use 

of pesticides, improve the protection of personal data, etc.). 

o The funding decision then directly depends on the proposal ranking (technical 

analysis of the project –excellence, quality, impact- and evaluation of the business 

model). The proposal evaluation is performed by a small panel of independent 

experts, the criteria are listed and detailed in the guidelines available on line. As 

mentioned previously, the evaluation process is quite short, between 4 and 7 weeks 

for the current IAs. 

o The innovative part of the process is that the granted SMEs do not join any SAE 

consortium but sign a separate dedicated contract/agreement between the granted 

SME and the associated European partner ( a dedicated small consortium is 

constituted). The dedicated contract was prepared by the SAE consortium legals. For 

practical reasons and to ease the negotiations within the consortium, it is highly 

recommended to write it as a separate document from the Consortium agreement 

(even though it is based on the CA articles), in order not to mix interest and IP 

involved among the SAE consortium and the dedicated small consortium.  The 

dedicated contract does includes the duration (usually between 6 and 18 months), 

the work-plan, the Gantt, the budget and the financial payment schedule, IPs, etc.  
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Figure 3: SAE open call promotions on SAE website 

 

 One of the remaining difficulties for a SME lies in the need to identify the open call/ the FSTP 

program that does fit the current need and development phase. Even though all the 

programs are promoted on the SAE website (Figure 3), guidelines and general 

recommendations to make the appropriate choice between the various open calls cannot be 

provided at the moment. It is up to the SME to contact every info point. Therefore it would 

be useful to build a guideline questionnaire that would be provided to any company with 

targeted questions and following the available information, the company would be 

recommended one of the SAE programs, the technology provider or the competence center 

(RTO, research center) to contact, or even possibly other associated initiatives such as I4MS. 

Following that comment, it could be attractive to recommend that a common portal is used 

for all the open calls, bringing homogeneity, consistency and easiness for the addressed 
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SMEs. But we ought to be very careful as the tool needs to remain simple, flexible and agile, 

not only for the SMEs use but also for the IAs depending on the open call and selection 

process to attract performant innovative companies. Also the open calls either work out with 

fixed deadlines or cut-off prospects. They may require prior-registration or not, they allow 

one single submission per SME or resubmission when not selected, only SME apply or small 

consortia constituted of one SME and one RTO, etc. 

 Whereas the ecosystem naturally include innovative companies (tech ones), all the IAs are 

facing difficulty to address traditional ones (non-tech companies): to attend the right events 

and fairs, to adapt their communication kit to non-tech company promotion, call 

announcement and associated documents, to keep the same targets for instance such as 

objective TRL regarding the available budget and small project duration.  

 The gateone project reached non-tech SMEs, but during this project, the technology 

development itself was not supported and no FSTP was handed over. The development was 

done by one competence center of the gateone consortium and a demonstrator/proof of 

concept was available. Then further technological development and business opportunities 

were dealt with through dedicated contract between the SME and the competence center. 

 A different access was tested by the SMARTER-SI project, where FSTP was not handed over, 

too. Here the consortium found another way in close consultation with the EC. There were 

two groups of SMEs that benefitted from the services provided by the consortium. The first 

group (7 SMEs) was selected before the GA of the project was signed – so these companies 

were affiliated as members of the consortium and got their funding as ordinary 

“beneficiaries” of the project. The second group (8 additional SMEs) proposed their ideas 

during the project and got funding via a subcontract with one member of the consortium 

(very similar to the separate dedicated contract/agreement between the granted SME and 

the associated European partner described above with respect to the FSTP mechanism). So, 

in summary 15 SMEs could be supplied with European funding to realize their digitization 

ideas and smart products in the frame of the SMARTER-SI project. At least 9 of them can be 

addressed as “non-tech” in this case. 

 

Based on the current IAs first results, to attract non-tech SMEs to the running open call 

remains a challenge. Opening to non-tech SMEs could probably be foreseen in two ways: 

o Either for some IAs to modify the building of a proposal and/or the evaluation 

process 

 To help the SME to gain new competence and expertise among their staff 

 To evaluate a proposal on quality/impact/excellence, targeting a TRL of 4 at 

the proposal stage and a TRL of 7 at the demonstrator stage 

 Not to allow subcontracting 

o Or indirect opening to non-tech SMEs through selected projects where the 

developments are directly meant to digitize traditional sectors such as water tank 

reservoir market (the water tank being another SME’s activities), washing hand 

devices, or where the developments are made in strong collaboration with non-tech 

companies such as CPS/IoT development to support health and well-being survey 

product. 
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Exploitation phase for the granted SMEs 
Beyond enhancing the digital transformation of the European Industry through DIH, the first phase of 

the SAE initiative (2015-2018 period) aimed at the creation of a well-functioning ecosystem, focusing 

on technology transfer, offering digital skills in an affordable manner such as testing and 

experimentation, skills developments.  

The second phase of SAE (2017-2020 period) will contribute to growing the ecosystem and its 

European dimension. Special focus is on reinforcing the innovation services proposal to the 

companies´ needs, not only technical skills development but also having access to finance by skilling 

the SMEs in digitizing their business, e.g. by deepen their understanding of the decision makers in 

order to improve their way of working, to help them establish a customer relationship with big 

players as reference to boost their business, to enriched existing marketplace with new services and 

catalog new marketplaces about additive manufacturing. 

The first round of SAE innovations actions (CPSELabs, Smartet-SI, gateone and EuroCPS) but also 

Tetracom project (the Tetramax projet that is part of SAE is partially built on experiences with 

the Tetracom project during 2013-2016), reached their conclusions during the first semester of 2018 

and first feedback regarding the exploitation phase for the granted SMEs could be discussed during 

workshops organized under the Smart4Europe umbrella. The SMEs that joined the 

whorkshop/Innovation Hub dedicated day organized by the SAE 1st round IAs (EuroCPS bootcamp 

event in London – January 2018, CPSE Labs – Platforms4CPS “Designing for digital transformation” 

day in Munich – April 2018, Smarter-SI workshop “Commercialization of Smart systems” in Brussels – 

December 2017, Platform4CPS workshop in Brussels – December 2017, European innovation Day 

Hub in Grenoble – June 2018 as the main events) confirmed and enhanced the topics discussed in the 

following: 

 All the selected industrial experiments gather very different actors in terms of size, 

background, culture and objectives: a small SME and one or two big players either in the 

research domain (research centers/RTOs, academia who brings expertise, savoir-faire to 

support and contribute to technological transfer) or in the industrial domain (big industry 

who make available mature products in the frame of the selected proposal. Usually these big 

industrial partners have not direct contact with the SMEs and they are not used to work 

closely together). Shared by both the SMEs and the EU partners, the close interaction and 

the trust between the partners are needed to achieve successful projects, not only from 

technical perspectives. The more the trust, the more collaborative discussion and fruitful 

exchanges are possible between the SMEs and their project partners, especially for the SMEs 

when going all the way to the market: the collaboration and trust make it more easy to 

discuss issues beyond the technical achievements, e.g. upscaling, industrialization of the 

prototype and the associated requirements (time delay, long regulation requirement period 

for certain domains such as smart health, estimation of industrialization costs), market 

strengthening, etc. 

 All the first round selected IAs reached the same conclusion when getting to their end after 3 

years, it is very difficult to get realistic figures regarding business impact of the granted 

project in the 3 year time frame of the IA. As a matter of fact, much more time is needed 

after the technical achievement of the demonstrator/proof of concept to go from the 

development phase (demonstrator / proof of concept) up to the production phase. This last 

https://www.tetracom.eu/
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phase is really time-consuming even for a simple product, not to mention product 

development for the smart health where the regulation period must be also considered. 

 During the SAE 1st round of IAs, creation of the ecosystem was one prior objective. Different 

strategies were then put into place with a common action through technical development in 

close collaboration with granted SMEs. Very naturally in the course of these first phase, first 

demonstrators were built and the IAs were tackled about the go to the market strategy, the 

business perspectives for the SMEs, the potential impact in terms of revenues and jobs, the 

sustainability of the growing ecosystem. The need to have expertise in business / innovation 

management / marketing in the context of the IA came out in order to face the questions 

about impact, go to market strategy and business plan strengthening. This is fully part of SAE 

phase 2 and was taken into account in the definition of the associated objectives and first 

results should be available by the end of phase 2, e.g. 2020 and after. 

 The selected proposals are constrained in time (the SAE project duration) and contracts are 

signed for the lifetime needed for the technical developments. As it was mentioned 

previously product industrialization takes time and if successful first return on investment (in 

terms of jobs, turn-over, benefits, etc.) will occur beyond the granted project contract 

duration and for some of them even beyond the SAE IA. Therefore, the first IAs put into relief 

the need of multilateral commitment beyond the end of the granted project in order to get 

feedback and exploitation figures in order to quantify the product going to the market 

fallout. This drawback should better handle in the second phase of SAE IAs as the innovation 

management/business support is one pillar of every project supported by specialized 

companies, in complement to the technical support brought by research centres and 

industrial partners. Very first results are available for early ending application experiments of 

the 2015-2018 round, more results to be available in the coming years. 

 Overall among the first round of IAs, the cooperation with the SME works pretty well. 

Anyway, a clear tendency is visible: The more the SME is involved in the product/prototype 

development (e.g. personal efforts and costs, internal skill improvement, internal financing, 

etc.), the more substantial are the discussions and the collaboration with the SME beyond 

the end of the granted project lifetime - and the better we get of the SME roadmap and 

possible further collaboration to support going to the market way. 

 When sharing experience on individual application experiments monitoring and more 

general feedback on the overall projects’ process between the first selected IAs that where 

very much different in terms of objectives (cooperative foundry model for Smarter-SI, SME’s 

digitization support through technological transfer and skills enhancement for CPSELabs and 

EuroCPS, SME’s digitization through co-investment program of demonstrators), classification 

and standardization principles were raised but without reaching any conclusion so far. The 

analysis highlighted was how standardization matters and may support the 

commercialization, in order to strengthen to go to market for the SME: to promote 

innovation and support research, to ensure the quality of product and to increase the safety 

and environmental protection, to accelerate the time to market and enhance the SME 

visibility, to strengthen the regulations (IP desk support) but also to help to structure both 

the value chain and the production chain, etc. 
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SAE initiative sustainability / sustainability of DIH services 
 The first phase of SAE initiative demonstrates its attractiveness for SMEs thanks to its 

easiness of access to funding combined with the opportunity to get access to technology and 

technical knowledge. The success stories14 which emerged under the umbrella of the SAE 

initiative are a tangible proof of the efficiency of the approach. Making this “SAE” approach 

sustainable is a legitimate question and the following topics will require dedicated attention: 

i) accessibility, ii) organisational aspects, iii) procedural and operational structures.  

 Accessibility 

o SMEs may tend to prefer “close-by” and “well-known” partners: a close-by partner 

usually speaks the same language (national one), refers to the same regulations and 

is easier to visit on premises. Well-known partners bring reputation, credibility and 

visibility (at least in a certain “community”). 

o Therefore it is essential to develop a tool where accessibility, visibility and credibility 

are very much enhanced and transparent through a pedagogic “data base” of 

technology offers, clear identification of the various skills available and the process 

to have access to those skills and technology offers. 

o Although success stories are essential to increase visibility, build credibility and 

attract more and more SMEs. Success stories communication and outcomes 

dissemination can be highly promoted through European fairs and events but also on 

the SAE website (core communication tool) through flyers, interviews, videos and 

last but not least the regularly updated SAE brochures15. It might be foreseen to 

promote a trademark that will identify the SAE community and somehow value its 

credibility16. 

 Organizational aspects 

o SMEs tend to prefer existing local, regional and national DIHs. The majority of 

European SMEs are less than 10 people and therefore they cannot spend too much 

time and efforts understanding either other European countries regulations requests 

and reporting. 

o Thus, it is essential to a design simple, agile and easy-to-access DIH tool with an 

umbrella DIH back-office that will help to extend the DIH base, working on its 

homogeneity, e.g. common understanding of a DIH, ”standardization” of the services 

offered through a DIH, classification of the DIHs17, etc. 

o SAE initiative promoting and funding cross-border collaborations to enhance 

European digitization by skilling SMEs and mid-caps  in digitizing their business but 

also further supporting these SMEs and mid-caps to business development, raising 

their competitiveness through technology, it could be foreseen to either establish an 

Eureka Cluster or to team up with an already existing one (Eureka network, 

http://www.eurekanetwork.org/, seeFigure 3). Altogether connection with 

Enterprise Europe Network (https://een.ec.europa.eu/) could be discussed. 

                                                           
14

 https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/success-stories/  
15

 https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/SAE_BROCHURE_2018b.pdf  
16

 The same argumentation is used e.g. by the „Smart Systems Integration“ trademark promoted by the EPoSS 

community, see: https://www.smart-systems-integration.org/ssi-trademark  
17

 See e.g. https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/dih/ and the links provided on this page! 

http://www.eurekanetwork.org/
https://een.ec.europa.eu/
https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/success-stories/
https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/SAE_BROCHURE_2018b.pdf
https://www.smart-systems-integration.org/ssi-trademark
https://smartanythingeverywhere.eu/dih/
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Figure 4: Eureka Clusters (http://www.eurekanetwork.org/eureka-clusters) 

 

o SAE initiative first phase has been dedicated to the creating a well-functioning 

ecosystem and the second phase contributes to the growing the ecosystem and its 

European dimension, with continuous financial support of the European Commission. 

Definitely it could be worthwhile to consider a combination of private-public funding, 

taking also advantage of the already existing local solutions and possibly leveraging 

on larger European initiatives. The sustainability issue and what long-term strategy 

could be foresee is a common question to the four running IAs where contributions 

are expected by 2020 and more discussions and exchange to take place in the 

coming months. 

 Procedures and operational structures 

o Every DIH is meant to act as one-stop-shop and it should include all services from 

technical support for technological transfer and improving SMEs´ skills, establishing 

relationship with big industrial players as reference to boost the SMEs´ business, to 

support business developments and access to funding (private, public) / investors / 

customers, to handle IP with the help of professionals, to invest on standardization, 

etc. As a consequence, DIHs should enlarge their proposals with broader offer from a 

couple of months to a couple of years with a first step, limited in time and in budget, 

that would aim at building a relationship with a first application experiment. The 

second step will enable the SMEs to continue working within the DIH with larger 

projects and other financing sources. 

http://www.eurekanetwork.org/eureka-clusters
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o Some concerns are raised that should be taken into account when defining the 

overall procedures and operational structures 

 A SME, in particular a non-tech SME, may rely on  a RTO and / or another 

SME support to work on its product or service digitization working in an “au-

pair” collaboration defining on the on hand the requirements of the 

product/service and on the other hand the CPS/IoT product supporting the 

SME technical assets. This scheme has to be included in the DIH procedures. 

 Considering that a truly independent expert guides the SME to select the 

right partner in the DIH, how can we ensure that all the DIHs provide a 

transparent and fair advice to match the SME’s need? In other words, it is 

important to have a DIH innovative desk without any conflict of interest. 

Perspectives 

Feedbacks, lessons learnt providing first best practices are discussed, gathering input from all the 

existing IAs (first and second round of Smart Anything Everywhere), including granted SMEs’ return 

of experience. 

Open call and FSTP procedure feedbacks from the first IAs have been already implemented and 

tested in the running IAs. 

Regarding the SMEs exploitation phase, business support and impact analysis, the first round if IAs 

lessons learnt have been partly included in the ICT open call requirements and thus are part of the 

newly running IAs. But the way to-go- to-market can be quite long and new feedback might only be 

available by the end of Smart4Europe RP2. 

The SAE initiative sustainability issue is a legitimate question, fully part of the running IAs. First 

brainstorming by the end of SAE 1st set of IAs resulted in questioning some tracks of investigations. 

More guidelines and recommendations shall be open for discussion in the period 2018-2020, 

regarding the running project schedule. 

 


