
Competence Centre Business Model  
 

1. Introduction 

The aim of this article is to describe a general overview of Competence Centres (CCs), their 

specifications and features and to provide a general business model for an organization to act as a CC. 

The first part is dedicated to a clarification of the general concept of a CC and the main objective that 

it serves. It also analyses different types of CCs that exist based on their provided services and the scope. 

The way that different CCs are organized in the ESMERA project as a network at the European level 

together with SMES/Techno providers/Facilitators is also explained in order to be used as a reference.  

Then it provides a guide for any organization/company/institute that aspires to set up a CC.  An outline 

of a generic business model guide and the requirements for undergoing this process are also outlined.  

2. Competence Centres (CCs) 

2.1 Competence Centre definition  

A Competence Centre (CC) can be defined as an organizational structure that is used to provide 

expertise for project or program support, acting both as a repository of knowledge and resource pool 

for one or multiple business areas.  

 

CCs are a part of a Research & Technology organization (RTO), academic institute, university or 

organization that is aimed to provide expertise for R&D projects or for program support, acting both as 

a repository of knowledge and resource pool for one or multiple business areas. Ideally it should be 

strongly linked with the RTO that is able to bring expertise beyond the industrial state of the art. 

 

A CC is a technology infrastructure centred on technologies that can be applied to any area, bringing 

together in one place extensive expertise in this field. A competence centre offers a set of services like 

training courses in the use of the technologies, advice on the choice of technologies and also work 

directly with DIH to apply the tools to the area problems in hand.1  

 

Competence Centres will offer expert advising support on deployment and fast assessment of robotics 

solutions in manufacturing. Competence Centres will hold robotics equipment and supplies used in 

production lines.  

 

Competence Centres are one-stop shops for industries interested in robotics for their production line. 
They are places to support SMEs to overcome the difficulties they face in adopting robotics such as: 

 

• low awareness of the technological improvements  

• low technical competence beyond their core business  

• hesitation to new long-term investment  

• concerns about advanced robotic solutions, especially Human-Robot-Interaction 

 

Competence Centres have a regional scope. They aim at capturing the industrial ecosystem in each 

region where they are implemented.2 

In addition to their role in stimulating the industries to use robotics, the Competence Centres:  

 
1 Adapted from European Commission Competence Centres, 2019 
2 I4MS HORSE, 2018 



• are places for implementing and assessing technologies in settings representative of 

manufacturing installations,  

• serve to assess pilot experiments by building the first demonstrators of these pilots in the 

CC’s before implementation in the factory 

• capitalise lessons learned and best practices, 

• constitute marketplaces and regional one-stop shops of robotics for manufacturing, are used 

to carry out a part of dissemination and exploitation activities 

 

2.2 The importance of CCs 

CCs can ease transfer of knowledge and technology bricks toward industry. It gives access to shared 

equipment and tools and has a strong focus on user needs to ease Industry’s economic competitiveness. 

Three main kinds of users can benefit from CCs. End-users that come with challenges to be solved, 

techno-providers with new technologies that they want to apply in new industries and integrators 

looking for new solutions to offer in their portfolio. Students and trainees can also access the CC to 

enhance the dissemination of the knowledge and profit from their involvement in researching state of 

the art technologies.  

The access to a CC can be:  

- An experimental access. In this case, the CC will provide services around research and 

innovation. These services are mainly technical and specific to the need of their users (techno 

providers, integrators, or end-users) 
- related to training, coaching and consultancy. In this case the CC will provide technical 

knowledge only at the consultant level, there will not be experiment implementation. 
 

Moreover, a CC can be included in a wider local network and ecosystem. This organization will help 

innovation by facilitating interaction between the different members of the ecosystem: 

- Public funding mechanisms and private investment funds 
- Supporting networking by giving access to clusters 
- Facilitators that can help and advice users during the innovation process 

 

2.3 Different types of CCs and their Scope 

There are different kinds of Competence Centres, hence there are also different business models. We 

identified two different types of CCs in the ESMERA project. Even though the CCs in ESMERA 

represent both types, some of the CCs have a bigger focus on type 1 and others on type 2. 

● The first type is the Skills-based Competence Centres. Skills-based Competence Centres, the 

most common type in an information services organization, are used for application 

development, software language skills, data management, Internet development and network 

design, travel, finance and human resources.  

● The second type are the repository-based competencies that act exclusively as sources of 
information.  

 

The scope of a CC can be defined as follows: 

● CC can coordinate and guide local, regional and national initiatives and function as an 
information provider on all subjects concerning robotics and digitization (including legal 

problems). 

● CC can also assist in the integration of complementary technologies to improve and enhance 

access to novel robotics and ICT technologies. Bridging the gap between technologies is a key 

role of the centres. 

● The CC may also: 

o Study user requirements (for example, an observatory could facilitate the 

understanding of users’ needs). 



o Lead innovation: identify user needs, foster development process with their expertise 

o Establish guidelines for practice and standards. 

o Create networks of experts who share their experience, thus helping others to advance 

faster. 

o Promote the transfer of knowledge 

 

 

Figure 1 presents with a graphic view that a CC organization that provides a) equipment and tools, b) 

services and activities, c) expertise from RnD and industry area to a) End Users as for example an SME, 

b) in techno providers and c) in integrators. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: CC organization 

 

 

3. ESMERA project Competence Centres  

The ESMERA consortium, coordinated by the Laboratory for Manufacturing Systems and Automation 

at the University of Patras (LMS), combines partners dedicated to bringing robotics technology from 

the lab to the market. ESMERA links institutions that are at the forefront of European robotics 

technology development with innovative SMEs and industrial challenge providers. Thus, the project is 

elevating the connection of supply and demand in robotics to the next level. 

ESMERA focuses on several industrial sectors where new markets for robotic technologies may 

emerge. During the ESMERA project submission, the consortium had identified different areas, namely 

Energy, Manufacturing, Construction, Agriculture, Retail, Healthcare, food processing, and 

Emergency. The ESMERA Competence Centres as a whole, cover all the aforementioned industrial 

areas which are directly correlated with the challenges. figure 2 shows different areas in the ESMERA 

project. 

 



 

 

Figure 2 : different areas covered in the ESMERA project 

 

To boost the technological development being carried by European SMEs, four robotics Competence 

Centres (CCs) created by widely renowned institutions have opened their doors to ESMERA. The 

following CCs offer their state-of-the-art equipment and robotics expertise to the SMEs participating in 

ESMERA: Laboratory for Manufacturing Systems and Automation (LMS), Commissariat à l’Énergie 

Atomique et aux Énergies Alternatives (CEA), Fundación TEKNIKER (TEKNIKER), Technische 

Universität München (TUM)  

In order to reinforce the cooperation and efficiency of the network at the European level, the connection 

of the ESMERA CC network with the larger European networks of Digital Innovation Hubs (DIH) of 

the different priority areas in order to extend the network, skills and support to users is also foreseen. 

Four robotics Competence Centres (CCs) offer their high-tech robotic equipment and expertise to the 

SMEs that are chosen to proceed within the project. 

3.1 Laboratory for Manufacturing Systems and Automation 

Laboratory for Manufacturing Systems and Automation (LMS) of the University of Patras is oriented 

on research and development in cutting edge scientific and technological fields. LMS is involved in a 

number of research projects funded by the CEU and European industrial partners. Particular emphasis 

is given to the co-operation with the European industry as well as with a number of “hi-tech” firms. 

LMS is organized in three different groups: 1) Manufacturing Processes Modelling and Energy 

Efficiency, 2) Robots, Automation and Virtual Reality in Manufacturing, 3) Manufacturing Systems 

and it has a fully equipped machine shop that contains high payload industrial robots, collaborative 

robots and machine tools. 

LMS is the coordinator of the ESMERA project and will host in its premises one of the ESMERA 

Competence Centres, so as to provide its expertise and all available robotics technologies, infrastructure 

and support for the application experiments. 

3.2 CEA LIST 

Commissariat à l’Énergie Atomique et aux Énergies Alternatives (CEA LIST) is a research institute of 

700 people situated in Ile-de-France (Paris region) specialized in smart digital systems, which combines 

basic and industrial research, developments and innovations. 

CEA LIST is a dynamic structure, mainly financed by industrial contracts. The project-based culture of 
its scientists, engineers and technicians makes it a natural partner for industry seeking breakthrough 

technology, from the initial concept down to working demonstrators. 



The Paris-Saclay Competence Centre is located within the premises of CEA LIST’s Interactive Robotics 

Laboratory and provides a set of robotics equipment, software, and IT infrastructure usable for 

feasibility studies and demonstration in a large number of application domains including Healthcare 

(rehabilitation, surgery, assistive robotics), Manufacturing, Logistics, Security, Transport, Intervention 

in hazardous environment, Agro industries (food processing), Field robotics. 

Specifically in the scope of the ESMERA project, the platform FFLOR (Future Factory @ LORraine) 

in the East region in France will be available. This platform is located in PSA Trémery near Metz. 

3.3 Fundación TEKNIKER 

Fundación TEKNIKER (TEKNIKER) is a private not-for-profit technological centre that aims to 

promote the development and transfer of technology to improve the competitiveness of industry. In line 

with its mission and origins, TEKNIKER not only provides companies with technological support, but 

is also involved in generating new business initiatives, which are usually technological and, often, “spin 

offs” of the centre itself. 

TEKNIKER has been participating in both national and European projects in the field of Advanced 

Industrial and Service Robotics. These have focused on developing intelligent robotic applications able 

to interpret the environment through multimodal sensors, implementing strategies for navigation and 

manipulation to adapt to changing conditions and allow safe interaction with people. TEKNIKER has 

an experienced team consisting of electrical, electronic, mechanical and computer engineers. 

 TEKNIKER’s main role in ESMERA is the management of the Experiments that will result from the 

Open Calls in both Phase 1 and Phase 2. 

3.4 Technical University of Munich 

The Technical University of Munich (TUM) Centre of Competence is located in the computer science 

department of Technical University of Munich, Garching Hochbruck campus. The TUM Competence 

Centre (CC) is constructed and managed by professionals who have gained much scientific and 

technology stimulation experience from projects such as ECHORD++ and HORSE. TUM’s staff has 

established contacts with SMEs not only in Germany but throughout the EU. 

The main goals of the TUM Competence Centre in ESMERA is to provide expertise, support and 

infrastructure to SMEs, to facilitate research-based innovation (especially in the area of cooperative 

robotics and manufacturing) and knowledge transfer to the SMEs ecosystem. The TUM Competence 

Centre (CC) can be used for experimental testing of human-robot interaction and cooperative 

manufacturing (main area of focus of the centre), for operation of mobile (including aerial) robots, and 

for the testing of automotive systems. 

 

4. How to become a Competence Centre 

There are some basic steps that an organization should undertake to set up a CC. Based on the 

experience acquired during the establishment of the ESMERA Competence Centres, a framework has 

been designed to assist future CCs in undergoing this process.  

 

Firstly, the CC should be a one stop shop for technology transfer. It could belong to or be linked with a 

Research & Technology Organization (RTO), a university, an academic organization or a private 

organization and should have a physical platform for development, open to academic, institutional or 

private research. 

 

Second, to allow external engagement with the CC, the rules/steps to access should be formalized in a 
user guide to facilitate the uptake by the potential users.  

 



Third, the CC should provide a list with the resources, the services, the technological expertise and 

industrial knowledge and experience that are available in its premises. It should clarify and demonstrate 

these elements to help the user choose the CC that is best suiting its situation. 

 

Fourth, the CC should clearly decide on a business model. 

 

In connection to the business model, the implementation of CCs services needs to be performed. The 

identification of potential end-users is an important activity. Also, The CC needs to identify experts and 

the services that it can provide: training, coaching, proof of concept, etc. 

 

5. Competence Centre business model 

The CCs are a new type of organisation and are not completely a company but are often connected to a 

University or Research Institution. Nevertheless, they have a higher commercial focus than a usual 

University as they also aim to serve SMEs and external companies/entities that wish to use their 

services. The product that they offer is also very innovative and less tangible.  

 

In earlier interviews and workshops with CCs in the ESMERA project, it has been discussed that it is 

important that innovative ideas and activities generated in CCs are described in a business model.  

The general business model sheds light on the institutions on how to become a successful and innovative 

CC. A clear business model for CCs with different core competences makes their commercialization 

and innovative activities in collaboration with other partners and stakeholders transparent and 

comprehensible that would be a vital element in being innovative. A comprehensive business model for 

CCs is proposed in the following within the business model Canvas frame. The business model has 

been provided for the two types of CCs, Skilled based, functional CCs and Repository and research-

based CCs. This separation makes it clear on how the business model for different CCs with different 

functions works.    

 

 

Key Partners 

Skilled-based and functional Competence Centres: the main partners of skilled based CCs are 

technology Manufacturers, industrial associations, and end users that enables these CCs to have a strong 

focus on user needs.  

  

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: The partners of research based CCs are 

academia, research and technological organizations, technology and service providers that supports 

those CCs for transferring knowledge and research collaborations.  
 

Key takeaways: 

● Technology partners are important for CCs to get access to latest technology for their 

infrastructure 

● A good network (associations, DIHs, investors, clusters and service providers) is 

important for a CC to  

○ reach out to customers 

○ help their customers to solve a problem in case the CC cannot 

○ find good project partners 

 

 

Key activities 



Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: the key activities of functional CCs mostly address 

practical training and workshops, prototyping and testing services. 

  

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: these CCs focus on knowledge 

acquisition and knowledge transfer, research and technological development services and consultancy, 

conducting research, business development.  

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Knowledge transfer, research, and training programs are the key activities of CCs. 

 

 

Key resources 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: these CCs uses Researchers and personnel, 

technology and sales resources, physical platforms as the major resources for being enabled to provide 

technology and knowledge to end users. 

 

  

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres mainly take advantage of scientists and 

researchers, technology equipment as the main resource for the research and knowledge purposes. 

 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Human resources, technology facilities and equipment are the main resources for CCs  

 

 

Cost structure 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: main costs of functional businesses can be on 

operational resources, sales resources, management, experts, training and workshops, physical 

platforms (maintenance), IP-management. 

 

  

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: theses CCs mainly costs are experts and 

scientists, personnel expenses, and equipment and infrastructure, maintenance, travel expenses 

(network building) 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Human resources and infrastructures, and physical equipment expenses often make the 

basic cost structure of a CC 

 

Value proposition 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: the key aspects that these CCs may provide are pre-

sale qualifications, proof of concepts, support to customers through high added value projects and 

services 

 

  



Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: to meet their goals, research CCs are 

focusing on conducting research, technology transfer, networking, and consultancy. 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Technology qualifications, research and support of customers 

 

Customer relationships 

Customer is a difficult term, as CCs deal mostly with companies or research institutions that are looking 

for a collaboration. In this regard main customers of different types of CCs are as below. 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: personal interactions, causal interactions, long term 

interactions, develop direct business relationships. They share their competences while looking for long 

term partners, which means there will be no small projects that stop them. That’s why long-term 

research projects are important. 

  

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: They are seeking long term personal 

relationships and are trying to obtain them through long term projects. 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Long term relationships are valuable to have a sustainable CC 

 

 

Channels 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: They think about the way they can communicate, 

interact, and approach new companies. hubs are one element, one of the main channels. Also, there are 

several platforms they follow. Participation in regional events or workshops to stay in touch with 

channels and the associations in the hub are very important.  

 

 

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: they also use similar channels like 

functional CCs such as digital innovation hubs, promotion events, personal meetings. They promote 

social media, more through their projects, and they promote events through projects. 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Networking and events are important activities to get new partners 

 

 

 

Customer segments 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: helping SMEs, Universities, Manufacturing and 

equipment manufacturers. They are also ways of getting access to new types of technologies, 

transferring their own technology to them. Universities are not customers but collaborating entities that 

can benefit from services that they are providing. 

 

  



Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: Universities and research centres, 

engineering companies. Industrial companies that are looking for robotic solutions, collaborating 

through projects, also with universities, they also share knowledge for high-tech start-ups, but also 

support other start-ups. 

 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● It’s not necessary to cover all customer segments, specializing in certain areas with the 

right equipment can also bring value to the CC and its customers 

 

 

Revenue streams 

 

Skills-based and functional Competence Centres: they provide revenues through tech research and 

disruptive solutions, qualified end users. 

  

Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres: Funding (EU, national, and regional 

funding) are the main revenue streams for research based CCs. 

 

 

Key takeaways: 

 

● Funding and projects with other CCs are a good way to establish a CC and learn from 

other CCs 

 

 

Business models for the two types of CCs are summarized in Figure 3 and Figure 4. 

 

Key Partners 

Technology 

Manufacturers, 

industrial 

associations, end 

users 

Key Activities 

practical training and 

workshops, 

prototyping and 

testing services 

Value 

Propositions 

pre-sale 

qualifications, 

proof of 

concepts, 

support to 

customers 

through high 

added value 

projects and 
services 

Customer Relations 

 personal interactions, 

causal interactions, long 

term interactions, 

develop direct business 

relationships 

Customer 

Segments 

SMEs, 

Universities, 

Manufacturing 

and equipment 

manufacturers 
Key Resources 

Researchers and 
personnel, technology 

and sales resources, 

physical platforms 

Channels 

participation in regional 
events or workshop, 

social media, networking 

events, local R&D 

platforms, sales forces 

Cost Structure 

operational resources, sales resources, 

management, experts, training and 

workshops, physical platforms 

(maintenance), IP-management 

Revenue Streams 

tech research and disruptive solutions, qualified end users 

Figure 3: Skilled-based and functional Competence Centres Business Model Canvas 

 



Key Partners 

academia, research 

and technological 

organizations, 

technology and 

service providers 

Key Activities 

knowledge 

acquisition and 

knowledge transfer, 

research and 

technological 

development services 

and consultancy, 

conducting research, 

business development 

Value 

Proposition 

conducting 

research, 

technology 

transfer, 

networking, 

consultancy 

Customer Relations 

long term relationships 

through long term 

projects 

 

Customer 

Segments 

Universities and 

research centres, 

engineering 

companies 

Key Resources 

scientists and 

researchers, 

technology 

equipment 

Channels 

digital innovation 

hubs, promotion 

events, personal 

meetings 

Cost Structure 

experts and scientists, personnel expenses, 

and equipment and infrastructure, 

maintenance, travel expenses (network 

building) 

Revenue Streams 

Funding (EU, national, and regional funding) 

Figure 4: Repository-based and research-oriented Competence Centres Business model Canvas 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This document has been established based on the lessons learned by the ESMERA project with respect 

to the process of setting up and operating robotics competence centres. Following the ESMERA project 

objective to fund and execute cross border experimentations in order to bring novel robotics 

technologies to the surface, this document has been established to provide a description and a structure 

for any organization aspiring to act as a competence centre. 

ESMERA considers that each CC has to operate in different ecosystems and countries and under 

different organizational frames. Inspired by discussions and documents from CCs of the ESMERA, this 

document proposes a general framework for characteristics of a CC and its business model to provide 

a basic guideline for any organization to act as a successful CC. The document has also provided a 

structured way of gathering and presenting the required information of a CC so that it can increase its 

visibility and become accessible to entities wishing to employ its services/resources in an innovative 

manner.  
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