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The Covid-19 pandemic has profoundly affected the social, environmental, and economic system of the 
twenty-first century at a global level, exacerbating already existent challenges faced by society in the pre-
pandemic era, as well as creating new critical issues. Climate change, social exclusion and inequality are just 
a few of the wicked problems that need to be addressed and somehow mitigated, for example through 
initiatives aiming at the achievement of the sustainable development goals set by the Agenda 2030. Such a 
picture fits well in the innovation and socio-economic development debate and, particularly, it has 
potentially relevant impacts on innovation ecosystems. In fact, the collaboration mechanisms among the 
actors embedded in innovation ecosystems are in this sense crucial to develop novel solutions and reach 
well-being and sustainability. Such collaborations need to be managed through governance arrangements 
well equipped to face the blurring boundaries between the market and the state. The empty spaces left by 
either the public and the private spheres have been filled by the rise of hybrid organizations that 
increasingly engage in innovation processes worldwide (Aoyama and Parthasarathy, 2016). The triple helix 
model, emerging “at regional level as a stakeholder forum between local businesses, education providers, 
and administrative authorities and agencies” (Todeva and Danson p.8) has proved to be a useful framework 
to guide the governance needed to shape innovation (Cai and Etzkowitz, 2020), and it has helped 
disentangling the hybrid nature of boundary spanning intermediaries such as science parks and incubators 
(Champenois and Etzkowitz, 2018). Nonetheless, organizations such as benefit corporations, social 
innovation centres, social enterprises, NonGovernmental Organizations (NGOs), and civil society entities, 
are increasingly involved in providing innovative solutions together with governments and universities, 
giving rise to complex cross sectoral and multi actor partnerships. In this context, universities “have started 
to converge towards a model of extended social function, which is expected to generate a positive impact 



on society at large” (Cesaroni and Piccaluga, 2016 p.756). In fact, they are called to play a pivotal role in 
sustaining the transition of regions towards more sustainable paths of development and engaging with 
traditional and new constellations of actors at both local and global levels (Bayuo et al, 2020). This does not 
come without an aggravation of the tensions that impinge on triple helix collaborations (Cai and Etzkowitz, 
2020). Firstly, criticalities emerge in places that have been considered as architypes of successful triple helix 
arrangements (Etzkowitz, 2003). For example, Silicon Valley’s model of entrepreneurship, based on 
“research and ideas generated at universities and incumbent firms, drove economic growth and prosperity” 
(Audretsch, 2019 p.3), for a long period during the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries. The success of 
the high-tech cluster, flourished in this unique area, paved the way for the implementation of industrial 
policies aimed at replicating similar dynamics in different countries. Specifically, the role played by 
universities embedded in this cluster gave impetus to the conceptualisation of the Entrepreneurial 
University, which started to be emulated by higher education institutions across the world (Goldstein et al, 
2013). Nonetheless, the ungoverned success and the laissez-faire approach to the triple helix model 
enacted in the Silicon Valley pushed the well-being and wealthiness in the hand of a few, with a very low 
degree of social and environmental equality among the communities living and working in the Valley 
(Etzkowitz and Steiber, 2019). The scarce attention shown by Silicon valley’s high-tech manufacturing 
companies towards the environmental safety of their workers, the systematic inequality in the treatment of 
the most fragile social groups (especially female African American) (Pellow and Park, 2002), and the 
gentrification trend taking place in the whole area, led scholars to raise doubts on this model. Some have 
argued that the “imbalance between public and private, with a preponderance of economic benefits 
flowing to a small elite rather than being spent on public goods, like infrastructure, education, R&D and 
healthcare, creating a broad range of economic opportunities and jobs, must, therefore, be redressed” 
(Etzkowitz and Steiber, 2019 p.167). This is because the “sources of Triple helix innovation and 
entrepreneurship reside in both the public and the private spheres. To over-emphasize the private at the 
expense of the public may produce a temporary advantage for a few, but it will be at the expense of 
longterm sustainability” (ibid). Hence, even the excessive success of triple helix arrangements can 
constitute a hindering factor which might affect a balanced collaboration dynamic among triple helix 
constellations. Future triple helix collaborations should envision the entrance of novel types of actors 
whose different institutional backgrounds might better balance collaborative practices. Secondly, the role 
of modern universities is under pressure as higher education institutions (hereafter HEIs) are expected to 
perform a growing number of tasks, leading to mission overload (Benneworth et al, 2017). Universities are 
considered knowledge factories where scientific knowledge has a local impact through spillover effects. 
They should share knowledge with firms through collaborative practices and directly contribute to 
economic development through the commercialisation of research results, eg, through patents, licenses, 
and academic spin offs (Uyarra, 2010). Indeed, the institutionalization process of the university third 
mission, beside teaching and research, has enhanced the expectations on universities’ ability to sustain the 
economic development of their regions (Geuna and Muscio, 2009). However, the regional role of 
universities is: “more complex than some strategic narratives suggest” (Benneworth et al, 2017 p.238). 
Universities have started to implement specific strategy to engage in third mission activities with local 
stakeholders, while trying to deal with enlarged internationalization, competition for research excellence 
and governance reforms to attract students and high-level researchers (Benneworth and Fitjar, 2019). In 
this sense “simply declaring engagement as a strategic mission does not create more engaged universities” 
(Benneworth et al, 2017 p.238). Specifically, scholars have questioned the effective capacity of universities 
to both support regional, social, and economic development, and play the game of world class academic 
institutions (Addie, 2017), where excellence in research plays a paramount role (Power and Malberg, 2008). 
As a matter of fact, the search for academic excellence at the global level might push research universities 



away from the needs expressed by regional stakeholders (Bonaccorsi, 2017). In particular, academic 
engagement practices (Perkmann et al, 2013) face important drawbacks when universities locate in 
peripheral areas characterized by institutional thinness and weak entrepreneurial ecosystems (Kempton, 
2019). In these places, universities might not be interested in collaborating with actors which are not 
placed at the forefront of the technological frontier or which operate in more traditional sectors 
(Benneworth and Nieth, 2018). At the same time, problems may arise when universities try to align to the 
needs of clusters of SMEs lacking the adequate knowledge absorptive capacity to interact with HEIs (Apa et 
al, 2020). In this regard it should be noted that “the quality of the regional economy in which a university is 
embedded will strongly influence the density of contacts linking university scientists with individuals in 
industry, and through doing so, structure the existence of networks through which university knowledge 
can be commercialized” (Casper, 2013 p.1314). The features of the local context have an impact on 
universities’ capacity to engage in knowledge transfer and exchange with regional stakeholders. As recently 
stressed, the relationship between local universities and SMEs operating in more traditional industrial 
sectors (eg, textile, winemaking), and embedded in various types of local production systems (Becattini et 
al, 2010), has been largely overlooked in the scientific literature on knowledge transfer, which has focused 
mainly on high-tech and biotech sectors (Grimaldi et al, 2020). Such lack of attention is particularly serious 
for some European countries, like Italy, characterised by the presence of ancient universities embedded in 
local systems of medium sized cities and industrial districts (Bagnasco, 2004) where triple helix 
relationships have struggled to take-off (Biggiero, 1998; Muscio et al, 2012). Recent contributions have 
highlighted that traditional third mission channels, such as academic spin offs or patents, despite their 
important functions, are not at the core of the academic engagement practices taking place in such 
contexts. Here informal networks collaborations support the innovative capacity of SMEs (Apa et al, 2020; 
Abbate et al, 2020). Overall, a novel set of policies and institutional strategies must be developed 
concerning the university approach to academic engagement and third mission. Such strategies should 
acknowledge the loosely coupled nature of universities (Benneworth et al., 2017), and should be able to 
integrate both the entrepreneurial and the civic university’s perspectives (Thomas and Pugh, 2020). In 
particular, the civic university is claimed to facilitate processes of social innovation within varying degree of 
quadruple helix constellations (Goddard, 2018), where hybrid and civil society organizations are crucial to 
develop novel solutions for the well-being of local communities. Notwithstanding the potential contribution 
of HEIs to social innovation to local development, such relations are usually deemed to be marginal 
(Terstriep et al, 2020) and are not yet fully understood (Domanski et al, 2019). Furthermore, in the 
aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic the pact between science and society must be at least partially 
rewritten. A step forward in this direction should concern the increasing involvement of universities in 
innovation activities grounded in translational medicine. The main aim of translational medicine is to lower 
the barriers between clinical research and clinical application (Barile et al, 2016). It is defined as an: 
“interdisciplinary branch of the biomedical field supported by three main pillars: benchside, bedside and 
community” (Cohrs et al, 2015 p.88). Here, research and innovation on one hand should point to liaise 
systematically with the needs expressed by patients and the community, and on the other hand would 
necessitate a stronger attitude of academics towards multi-disciplinary projects which may conflict with the 
high level of disciplinary specialization characterizing the modern academia (Bellandi et al, 2020). 
Moreover, translation of knowledge in the healthcare sector would require cross sectoral partnerships to 
be set up to lower the time gap between clinical research and product development: to date the main 
contributions in this regard have focused on the collaboration between healthcare centres and the 
university. Recent studies which include industry in the collaboration schemes found that the diverging 
perceptions on time horizons and organizational cultures among these actors might hamper sectoral 
partnerships in the healthcare sector (Ii et al, 2018). Nonetheless, looking at the post-pandemic era, it is 



necessary to acknowledge that there is a need for a “healthcare system in which the state, regions, 
universities, businesses, and individuals work together to strengthen the conditions necessary for the 
viability, sustainability, effectiveness, and efficiency of health value in health systems” (Barile et al, 2016, 
p.427). In general, both research and innovation and higher education strategies in the post-Covid era 
should be directed to facilitate and diffuse the good practice of triple and quadruple helix collaborations 
across different sectors and disciplines.  
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