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1. Introduction 

This discussion paper explores the role clusters, cluster initiatives and cluster organisations can play 

in the context of facilitating entrepreneurship within emerging industries. For the pupose of this paper 

clusters are understood as regional ecosystems of related industries represented through a group of 

firms, related economic actors and institutions that are located near each other and have reached a 

sufficient scale to develop specialised expertise etc. Cluster initiatives are organised efforts to support 

the competitiveness of a cluster and thus consist of practical actions related to the capacity of these 

clusters to self-organise and increasingly to pro-actively shape the future of the cluster. They usually 

follow a bottom-up approach, are implemented through a competitive process, and are often managed 

by specialised intermediaries, such as cluster organisations. Cluster organisations are the legal enti-

ties that support the strengthening of collaboration, networking and learning in clusters, and act as 

innovation support providers by providing or channelling specialised and customised business support 

services to stimulate innovation activities, especially in SMEs.
 
They are usually the actors that facilitate 

strategic partnering across clusters.
1
 Emerging industries can be understood as either new industrial 

sectors or existing industrial sectors that are evolving or merging into new industries. They are defined 

as “the establishment of an entirely new industrial value chain, or the radical reconfiguration of an 

existing one, driven by a disruptive idea (or convergence of ideas), leading to turning these ideas / 

opportunities into new products / services with higher added value”.
2
 

The question of how to stimulate innovation actitivities through clusters leads directly to the question 

how clusters can support entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship is about the creation of new businesses 

driven by entrepreneurial activity as a human action in pursuit of the generation of value through the 

creation or expansion of economic activity, by identifying and exploiting new products, services or 

processes for new markets. Human action is performed by entrepreneurs, aka the business owners. 

Such entrepreneurial activity is different from “ordinary” business activity. It is manifested rather than 

planned or intended. It also needs to be understood that entrepreneurship is a phenomenon that is not 

limited to high-tech or internet startups. Entrepreneurship resultsnot only in economic, but can also 

create social and cultural value, and therefore also concerns social enterprises.
3
 Entrepreneurship can 

take several forms such as necessity based, mundane, or innovative entrepreneurship, where it is the 

latter that is the most relevant for the creation of economic growth and the exploitation of the potential 

of emerging industries.
4
 Innovative entrepreneurship is about the development of new products, ser-

                                                      

1
  European Commission, 2016: Smart Guide to Cluster Policy. How to make better use of clusters for promoting 

regional industrial modernisation, supporting the growth of SMEs and encouraging smart specialisation, p. 2 

2
  This definition (based on Heffernan & Phaal, 2009) was presented by the European Forum for Clusters in 

Emerging Industries (2013) in their “Policy Roadmap - Actions for new linkages needed: A policy roadmap for 

stimulating emerging industries”, which was set up to support the initial extension work of the European Cluster 

Observatory on emerging industries. The policy roadmap is available at 

www.clusterobservatory.eu/index.html#!view=aboutobservatory;url=/about-observatory/emerging-industries/. 

3
  See OECD-Eurostat definition of entrepreneurship, e. g. OECD / European Commission, 2015: The missing  

entrepreneurs 2015. Policies for self-employment and entrepreneurship, p. 18 

4
  Acs, Z., and Armington, C. 2003. ‘‘Endogenous Growth and Entrepreneurial Activity in Cities.’’ Discussion Pa-

pers, Center for Economic Studies, Bureau of the Census. Accessed April 1, 2012 

http://www.unm.edu/*asalazar/Kauffman/Entrep_research/ e_cities.pdf. 
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vices or processes and therefore of particular importance for the development of the ten emerging 

industries as identified by the European Cluster Observatory.
5
 

The Entrepreneurship 2020 Action Plan
6
 is the Commission's answer to challenges brought by the 

gravest economic crisis in the last 50 years. It is a blueprint for action to unleash Europe's entrepre-

neurial potential, remove existing obstacles, and revolutionise the culture of entrepreneurship in the 

EU. It aims to ease the creation of new businesses and to create a much more supportive environment 

for existing entrepreneurs to thrive and grow. It identified three key action areas, namely entrepreneur-

ial education, removing existing administrative barriers as well as reigniting the culture of entrepre-

neurship in Europe. This also concerns the development of ecosystems in which entrepreneurship can 

flourish. Such an ecosystem is, among other things, structured by the access to commercial, as well 

as physical and service infrastructure. In these areas the economies of the European Union do not 

excel, as the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor concludes.
7
  

This discussion paper puts clusters and in particular cluster initiatives and cluster organisations into 

the spotlight as they constitute the players in the cluster ecosystem through which such an access can 

be provided. The European Forum for Clusters in Emerging Industries
8
 acknowledged that cluster 

organisations can play a vital role to facilitate the creation of new value chains in emerging industries, 

as well as to support entrepreneurship and business formation. Cluster organisations usually act as 

facilitators that support the strengthening of collaboration, networking and learning in clusters, and act 

as innovation support providers by providing or channelling specialised and customised business sup-

port services to stimulate innovation activities, especially in SMEs.
 
They are usually the actors that 

facilitate strategic partnering across clusters.
9
 

The paper is structured into four main sections: 

 Chapter 2 analyses the relationship between clusters and dynamics in entrepreneurship by put-

ting statistical analysis on clusters in emerging industries from the European Cluster Observa-

tory into perspective with statistics on entrepreneurship. The chapter also raises the question 

which actor should do what in terms of promoting entrepreneurship within clusters. 

 Chapter 3 focusses in detail on the role cluster organisations can play in terms of entrepre-

neurship development. The chapter draws on quantitative and qualitative data provided by the 

European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (ESCA) to understand, what kind of services are pro-

vided by cluster organisations in this respect. Besides, the chapter looks into lessons learned 

from recent EC-funded projects in the field of clusters and entrepreneurship and discusses new 

examples of regional collaboration. 

                                                      

5
  European Cluster Observatory, 2014: European Cluster Panorama, 

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/cluster/observatory/cluster-mapping-services/cluster-mapping/cluster-

panorama/. 

6
  Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, The European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Entrepreneurship Action Plan 2020 – Reigniting the en-

trepreneurial spirit in Europe, COM(2012) 795 final, http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52012DC0795&from=EN. 

7
  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2016: 2015 / 2016 Global Report, pp. 30 and 140. 

8
  http://www.emergingindustries.eu/. 

9
  European Commission, 2016: Smart Guide to Cluster Policy. How to make better use of clusters for promoting 

regional industrial modernisation, supporting the growth of SMEs and encouraging smart specialisation, p. 2. 
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 Chapter 4 gives a brief insight into new approaches to regional collaboration between cluster 

organisations and other relevant regional partners, illustrated by examples from Europe and the 

US. 

 Chapter 5 provides policy recommendations based on the insights developed by this paper. 

This paper does not answer all questions and might trigger new ones in relation to the link between 

clusters, entrepreneurship and emerging industries. It intends to give a fresh impetus to the discussion 

of whether and how clusters can promote entrepreneurship. 

 

2. Clusters and entrepreneurship 

Clusters matter for entrepreneurship. In the past, many studies have shown that there is clear evi-

dence that in the presence of agglomeration economies, the potential for growth is increasing in the 

level of economic activity.
10

 Industries located in regions with strong cluster experience show higher 

growth rates in new business formation and startup employment. Agglomeration in emerging indus-

tries, which stretches out across complementary economic units, can have a distinctive impact on 

entrepreneurship and new business formation. There is also evidence that clusters are associated with 

greater formation of new establishments of existing firms. Existing firms, including multinationals, are 

establishments in areas where strong clusters are present.
11

 

The link between clusters and entrepreneurship is, however, twofold since entrepreneurial culture also 

influences regional performance and can further strengthen local clustering processes. But it is the 

entrepreneurial culture of Silicon Valley that allowed it to grow into a global hub for semiconductors, as 

for instance Saxenian showed when contrasting the regional performance of Boston and Silicon Val-

ley.
12

 

Besides strong clusters of related industrial activities, diversity also plays an important role since 

breakthrough innovations often spin from unusual encounters and there are plenty of examples of an 

entrepreneurial idea flourishing in another location from where the certain activity is originally concen-

trated. When the industrial cluster is located within a metropolitan area hosting several other clusters 

this cross-industry potential is more easily to be harnessed.
13

   

However, it is important to point out that there are many other determinants that drive entrepreneur-

ship in regions, like local demand characteristics, specialised institutions and the structure of regional 

business and social networks.
14

 

                                                      

10
 Glaeser E.L., et al., 1992, “Growth in Cities,” Journal of Political Economy 100(6), 1126-52.  

11
 Manning, S., 2008, “Customizing Clusters: On the Role of Western Multinational Corporations in the Formation 

of Science and Engineering Clusters in Emerging Economies,” Economic Development Quarterly, 22(4), pp. 

316-323. 

12
 Saxenian, A., 1994, Regional Advantage: Culture and Competition in Silicon Valley and Route 128. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University.
 

13
 Chatterji, A., Glaeser, E., and Kerr, W. (2013). Clusters of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, NBER Working 

Paper Series, No. 19013, prepared for the Innovation Policy and the Economy conference, April 2013. 

14
 Delgado, M; Porter, M; Stern, S.  2010, “Clusters and Entrepreneurs”, US Census Bureau Center for Economic 

Studies Paper No. CES-WP-10-31; Saxenian, A., 1994, Regional Advantage: Culture and Competition in Sili-
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The rational why entrepreneurship and innovation tends to be concentrated in specific locations is 

manifold. For instance, clusters are lowering the costs of starting a business, enhancing opportunities 

for innovations, and enabling better access to a more diverse range of inputs and complementary 

products
15

, and also offer a knowledge basis and skills that are linked to higher entrepreneurial rates. 

The co-location of companies, customers, suppliers and other institutions also increases the percep-

tion of innovation opportunities while amplifying the pressure to innovate.
16

 Since entrepreneurs are 

essential agents of innovation, a strong cluster environment should foster entrepreneurial activity. The 

presence of a strong cluster environment can reduce barriers to entry and growth and thus become a 

central driver of entrepreneurial dynamism. A strong cluster environment enhances growth at the re-

gional industry level by facilitating operational efficiency and raising the returns to business expansion. 

The example of the Life Science cluster Medicon Valley in Denmark / Sweden reveals the assests of a 

strong cluster for entrepreneurship and business formation due to high agglomeration and proximity of 

related actors: 

 High density of firms along different Life Science value chains well experienced to collabora-

tion;  

 Strong  local presence of private venture capital firms, national public seed investors and vari-

ous incubator facilities that create a favourable capital climate for new business formation; 

 The presence of Big Pharma firms and their readiness to cooperate with SME and new busi-

nesses creates an innovative milieu for startups and growth of smaller dedicated biotechnology 

firms; 

 High number of leading universities that guarantees a high number of excellent talents, ready 

to build up their own startup;  

 High density of research entities, science parks and their incubators that facilitate the commer-

cialisation of inventions and R&D through new businesses;  

 Presence of other entities to support commercialisation of academic research (Technology 

Transfer Offices) in business and research community.
17

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                      

con Valley and Route 128. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University; Markusen, A., 1996, “Sticky Places in Slippery 

Space: A Typology of Industrial Districts,” Economic Geography 72(3), pp. 293-313. 

15
 Porter, M.E., 1998a, Clusters and Competition: New Agendas for Companies, Governments, and Institutions. In 

M.E. Porter (ed.). On Competition. Harvard Business School Press, Boston, pp. 197-299; Glaeser, E.L., and 

W.R. Kerr, 2009, "Local Industrial Conditions and Entrepreneurship: How Much of the Spatial Distribution Can 

We Explain?" Journal of Economics and Management Strategy, 18(3), pp. 623-663. 

16
 Porter, M.E, 2000, “Location, Competition, and Economic Development: Local Clusters in a Global Economy.” 

Economic Development Quarterly 14 (1), pp. 15-34. 

17
 Clusters, Innovation and Entrepreneurship, edited by Jonathan Potter, and Gabriela Miranda; OECD 2009, 

pp.131-154. 
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2.1 Current status in Europe  

Entrepreneurial activities are of high importance for the development of emerging industries. The es-

tablishment of new industry sectors and the reconfiguration of value chains are based on the explora-

tion and exploitation of economic and technological opportunities. Spatial and cross-sectoral patterns 

of emerging industries have been analysed within the European Cluster Observatory
18

 and regional 

hotspots were identified. The hotspots of emerging industries activities across Europe fall broadly into 

three categories: 1) Europe’s traditional centre of economic activity, located in a narrow band from 

Southern Germany through the Benelux to Southern England; 2) Europe’s innovation leaders in the 

western and central Baltic Sea Region, stretching from Denmark through Western Sweden and Stock-

holm towards Southern Finland and Helsinki and 3) Some European urban centres elsewhere, where 

the benefits of urban density overcome the burden of an otherwise weaker economic context, for in-

stance Berlin and Paris (Figure 1). The regional hotspots of emerging industries are identical with the 

“Innovation Leaders” as identified by the Regional Innovation Scoreboard.
19

 

 

Figure 1: Regional hotspots of emerging industries 

 

Source: European Cluster Panorama, p. 14
20

  

 

                                                      

18
 European Cluster Panorama (2014), European Commission: Brussels, available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/cluster/observatory/cluster-mapping-services/cluster-mapping/cluster-

panorama/index_en.   

19
 European Regional Innovation Scoreboard, 2014,  http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/regional-innovation-

scoreboard-2014-pbNBBC14001/ , p. 4. 

20
 See footnote 18. 
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Regional entrepreneurial statistics reveal that also the intensity of entrepreneurial activities is distribut-

ed unevenly across European regions. And the patterns, which become visible, are likely to be related 

to the patterns of the emerging industries. Due to a limited data availability, however, these relations 

can only be observed for some European countries and mainly on a national level or NUTS
21

-2 level, 

as detailed data for NUTS-3 is only in a very few cases available. 

Important entrepreneurship indicators, which will be considered in this section, are the birth rate of 

enterprises and the density of high growth firms as explained below:
22

  

 The birth rate of new enterprises is a key indicator of business dynamism. With the capacity to 

start up entirely new businesses it reflects a central dimension of entrepreneurship. It can be 

distinguished between the birth rate of employer
23

 and non-employer firms. The former are 

economically more relevant and more closely related to the notion of entrepreneurship as a 

driver of job creation and innovation.
24

 

 High-growth firms (including young high-growth enterprises, also referred to as “gazelles”) are 

important drivers of job and wealth creation. This indicator addresses the dynamism of the re-

gional or sectoral ecosystem. High growth is measured in terms of employees and is defined as 

a growth of at least 10 % growth per annum in their number of employees over a three-year pe-

riod prior to the reference year. These enterprises had at least 10 employees at the start of the 

observation period. Understanding these firms better allows policy makers to develop more ap-

propriate approaches to stimulate growth processes of enterprises. 

The density of high growth enterprises in European regions is depicted in Figure 2. In several coun-

tries the regional hotspots of Figure 1 (15 or more stars) are also regions with an above average den-

sity of high-growth enterprises. This pattern can be observed for Finland, the Netherlands, France and 

Hungary. Unfortunately, there are no regional entrepreneurial statistics available for Germany, UK, 

Sweden, Norway and Belgium where several other regional hotspots of emerging industries are locat-

ed. Overall, in regional hotspots of emerging industries the density of high-growth enterprises tends to 

be higher than in other regions. 

Then again, a high density of high-growth firms is not necessarily a robust indicator for the existence 

of emerging industries in a region. Lithuania and Latvia are exemplary in this respect. In 2013 more 

than half of all high-growth enterprises in these countries belonged to the sectors contruction, whole-

sale and retail trade and transport. These are sectors which are typically rather less knowledge inten-

sive.
25

 In each case only 3 % belonged to the ICT-sector and only 3 % (Latvia) respectively 6 % (Lith-

                                                      

21
 NUTS = Nomenclature des unités territoriales statistiques; http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/nuts/overview. 

22
 Source of statistical data: Eurostat, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistical-atlas/gis/viewer/, chapter 7: Structural 

business statistics. 

23
 Definition according to OECD: An employer enterprise birth refers to the birth of an enterprise with at least one 

employee. The population of employer enterprise births consists first of “new” enterprise births, i.e. new enter-

prises reporting at least one employee in the birth year; and second, enterprises that existed before the year 

under consideration but were then below the threshold of one employee, and that reported one or more em-

ployees in the current, i.e. birth, year. 

24
 OECD (2012), “Birth rate of employer enterprises”, in Entrepreneurship at a Glance 2012, , OECD Publishing. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/entrepreneur_aag-2012-10-en. 

25
 An activity is classified as knowledge intensive if tertiary educated persons employed  represent more than 33% 

of the total employment in that activity. For an overview of knowledge intensive sectors see Eurostat indicators 
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uania) belonged to the business service sector; sectors which are of particular importance for many 

emerging industries that were identified by the European Cluster Observatory.
26

 Countries where sev-

eral hotspots are located had much higher shares in knowledge-intensive sectors such as ICT and 

business services.
27

 Thus, it appears that a high share in knowledge-intensive sectors is a precondi-

tion for the development of different hotspots. 

 

Figure 2: Density of high-growth enterprises in the business economy by NUTS level 2 region, 2010  

 

Source: Eurostat, 2015: Structural business statistics at regional level; http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/ Structural_business_statistics_at_regional_level 

                                                                                                                                                                      

on High-tech industry and Knowledge – intensive services, 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/Annexes/htec_esms_an8.pdf. 

26
 For an overview of the emerging industries identified by the European Cluster Observatory see European Clus-

ter Panorama (2014) (footnote 18). 

27
 Own calcuations, based on Eurostat (online data code: bd_9pm_r2). 
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The birth rate of enterprises is very much influenced by national framework conditions, industrial 

trends, and business cultures. In statistical terms, differences between European countries are typical-

ly larger than within the countries (Figure 3). Relations between the location of regional hotspots of 

emerging industries and the overall birth rate of firms are hardly identifiable. The overall birth rate is 

also very much influenced by founding activities in sectors with typically low productivity and non-

employer firms. 

 

Figure 3: Enterprise birth rate in the business economy by NUTS level 2  region 

 

Source: Eurostat, 2015: Structural business statistics at regional level; http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/ Structural_business_statistics_at_regional_level 

 

A further insight into the relationship between clusters and entrepreneurship is given by the analysis of 

regional entrepreneurial conditions. The Regional Ecosystem Scoreboard prepared by the European 
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Cluster Observatory
28

 has identified the quality of conditions in the regional ecosystem that can foster 

or eventually hinder the creation of dynamic cross-sectoral collaboration spaces for innovation and 

entrepreneurship revealing both enabling and constraining mechanisms. The indicator framework of 

the Regional Ecosystem Scoreboard allows calculating a composite index that captures the overall 

quality of the regional entrepreneurial and innovation ecosystem and gives an insight about the re-

gional conditions compared across the European Union. The results show (see Figure 4) that the re-

gions ranking in the top 10 % of all regions are to be found in the UK, the Netherlands, Finland, Swe-

den, Denmark, Estonia, Belgium, and Luxemburg. They include almost most of the regions in the UK 

and the Netherlands, the Nordic capital cities, such as Helsinki, Copenhagen and Stockholm together 

with Tallinn, Luxemburg, and Paris. In the top 20 % we find several German, French, Swedish and 

Austrian regions. With middle scores we find regions in Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Por-

tugal and Spain. The least favourable ecosystems belong to Bulgarian, Greek and Romanian regions.  

 

Figure 4: Regions with the best entrepreneurial innovation and business ecosystems 

 

Source: European Cluster Observatory, 2016: Regional Ecosystem Scoreboard – Summary Report, p. 3 

 

Except for Ireland, all regions that are home to a strong hotspot of emerging industries (20 or more 

stars) are among the top 10 %- or top 20 %-regions, which shows that strong clusters and strong en-

                                                      

28
 http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/cluster/observatory/index_en.htm. 
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trepreneurship patterns are related. However, there are also regions among the top 10 %- or top 20 

%-regions that are not home to a hotspot of emerging industries (for instance in the United Kingdom 

except for the Greater London Area), but which feature an ecosystem that promotes entrepreneurship. 

In these cases entrepreneurship supports rather the development of “traditional” and not of emerging 

industries. 

  

2.2 Who can do what to support entrepreneurship in clusters? 

Successful development of entrepreneurship within a cluster depends on both government policy in-

tervention and existing framework conditions as well as on the initiative of industry and academia. 

There is, of course, a close connection as policy interventions create the incentives for industry to act. 

From the perspective of a modern cluster policy regulatory and programme intervention should aim for 

the nurturing of a favourable business ecosystem for innovation and entrepreneurship, in which new 

winners can emerge and thus support the development of new value chains and emerging industries. 

In this understanding cluster policy is a framework policy that includes different policies, regulatory and 

programme interventions to open the way for the bottom-up dynamics that can be observed in clus-

ters.
29

 Ideally, such an integrated approach is coordinated among relevant government departments 

and agencies as well as policy levels (European, national, regional and local).
30

 While policy interven-

tion is without any doubt important, there is also a responsibility that industry has to assume. The role 

of government is only to create the framework conditions under which an industry can develop. Ac-

tions towards this development have to be identified and taken by the industry either through individual 

companies or cluster organisations that act as innovation support providers by providing or channelling 

specialised and customised business support services.  

The OECD-Eurostat Entrepreneurship Indicator Programme suggested a framework of determinants 

that decide on the development of entrepreneurship. For each determinant responsible actors can be 

identified who can play a particular role to influence the determinant. By this, an answer can be given 

to the following questions: 1) What can cluster policy makers on different levels (national, regional or 

local) do? and 2) What can cluster organisation, either on their own or in cooperation with other actors, 

as industry-driven initiatives contribute?  

 

 

Table 1 presents an analysis of principal responsibilities to allow for a general mapping of responsibili-

ties and instruments which can influence the determinants of entrepreneurship. 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

29
 European Commission, 2016: Smart guide to cluster policy. How to make better use of clusters for promoting 

regional industrial modernization, supporting the growth of SMEs and encouraging smart specialisation, p. 2. 

30 
Christensen, T. A., Lämmer-Gamp, T., and Meier zu Köcker, G. 2012: Let’s Make a Perfect Cluster Policy and 

Cluster Programme. Smart Recommendations for Policy Makers, Berlin / Copenhagen, pp. 18-20. 
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Table 1: Actors and their roles and instruments – who can influence the determinants of entrepreneurship?31  

Determinants Who? Role? Instruments? 

Regulatory  
framework 

Administrative bur-
dens for entry 

Government
32

 Regulator Regulation 

Administrative bur-
dens for growth 

Bankruptcy regula-
tion 

Safety, health and 
environmental regu-
lations 

Product regulation 

Labour market regu-
lation 

Court and legal 
framework 

Social and health 
security 

Income taxes: 
wealth / bequest 
taxes 

Business and capi-
tal taxes 

Market conditions 

Anti-trust law 

Government 

Regulator Regulation 
Competition 

Public procurement Procurement 
Preferential treat-
ment 

Access to the do-
mestic market 

Cluster organisation 
Facilitator and ena-
bler 

Distribution of in-
formation (e. g. 
through market 
analysis), network-
ing and facilitation of 
access to business 
and R&D partners 

Access to foreign 
markets (interna-
tionalisation) 

Government Programmes 

Government funding 
for internationalisa-
tion projects (e. g. 
fair participation, 
R&D / business 
development pro-
jects or Strategic 
Cluster Partner-
ships) 

Access to finance 

Access to debt 
financing 

Cluster organisation 
Facilitator and ena-
bler 

Distribution of in-
formation (e. g. 
about investment 
schemes and in-
vestment opportun-
tities), networking 
and facilitation of 
contacts to investors 
as well as coaching 
of entrepreneurs 

Business angels 

Venture capital 

Access to other 
types of equity 

                                                      

31 
For the determinants please see Framework of the OECD-Eurostat Entrepreneurship Indicators Programme 

(EIP) (OECD, 2015: Entrepreneurship at a glance 2015, p. 13. 

32
 The table refers broadly to government. Which government level (national, regional or local) is actually respon-

sible for actions depends on the constitutional framework of the country. 
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Knowledge       
creation and   

diffusion 

R&D investment 
Government and 
cluster organisation 

 Government: 
programmes 

 Cluster organi-
sation: facilita-
tor 

 Government: 
investment 

 Cluster organi-
sation: project 
development 

University / industry 
interface 

Cluster organisation 
Facilitator and ena-
bler 

Faciliation of con-
tacts, matchmaking, 
project develop-
ment, support with 
the acquisition of 
funding 

Technological co-
operation between 
firms 

Technology diffu-
sion 

Broadband access Government Regulator 
Regulation, financial 
incentives 

Entrepreneurial 
capabilities 

Training and expe-
rience of entrepre-
neurs 

Cluster organisation 
Facilitator and ena-
bler 

Trainings and semi-
nars, co-
development of 
curricula and study 
courses with aca-
demic and voca-
tional training insti-
tutions  

Business and en-
trepreneurship edu-
cation (skills) 

Entrepreneurship 
infrastructure 

Government Programmes 
Investment in incu-
bators etc. 

Immigration Government Regulator Regulation 

Culture 
Entrepreneurship 
education (mindset) 

Government Regulator 
E. g. school curricu-
la 

 

 

This principal analysis shows with regard to the majority of determinants that the government, in its 

capacity as a regulator and provider of (financial) incentives through programmes, is the key actor. 

The role of the cluster organisation, however, is to be the facilitator and enabler for more “operational” 

determinants such as access to domestic and international markets, access to finance, knowledge 

creation and diffusion, and developing entrepreneurial capabilities through training. This division of 

responsibilities confirms the argument above that government creates the framework under which 

other actors can act.  

 

Cluster organisations are not the sole provider of entrepreneurship services. There are many other 

actors in a cluster that offer services in these fields, e. g. regional development agencies, incubators, 

technology centres, science parks or educational institutions. Cluster organisations therefore need to 

coordinate their service portfolios with the actors’ offers and should provide services only if they do not 

exist or are complementary to already existing ones. But whether a cluster organisation offers such 

services depends also on whether it has been correspondingly mandated by its stakeholders. The 

following chapters on services by cluster organisations (chapter 3.1 and 3.2) and regional cooperation 

models (chapter 4) provide more insights into these issues. 
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3. Cluster organisations and services to support entrepre-

neurship 

Cluster organisations are important institutions within a cluster as they act as innovation support pro-

viders. They represent  

“networks, which never encompass the entire cluster, but only selected actors along a given value 

chain - managed by a cluster organisation - [who] cooperate thematically with each other towards a 

common goal, such as to work on joint research and development activities for new products and ser-

vices or in order to develop new markets for their products and services. They are thus only one com-

ponent in the regional economic structure ‘clusters’, which is characterised by specific structural and 

macroeconomic conditions.”
33

  

However, even if limited to a specific part of the regional ecosystem of a cluster, cluster organisations 

can unleash the potential of the cluster by providing relevant services to the cluster actors and by co-

operating with other networks or actors within the cluster that are either active in the same or other 

industries (cross-cluster / cross-sectoral collaboration).
34

 

The purpose of this chapter is to analyse the service portfolio of cluster organisations in terms of 

whether they are geared towards the support of entrepreneurship. The analysis is based on statistical 

data on service portfolio provided by the European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (ESCA) (chapter 

3.1) and a qualitative survey among cluster organisations that have been awarded with the “Silver” or  

“Gold Label of Cluster Management Excellence” (chapter 3.2). 

 

3.1 Statistical analysis of the service portfolio of cluster organisations 

Not all European cluster organisations offer services to their cluster members that aim for the facilita-

tion of entrepreneurship. Out of the 690 cluster organisations that have been benchmarked by the 

European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (ESCA) in the period January 1
st
, 2012 to February 15

th
, 

2016 420 offer a limited number of services to facilitate entrepreneurship, as for instance consulting 

and coaching entrepreneurs, acquisition of funding and, in a few cases, incubation support. This 

equals to a percentage of 60.8 %. Almost all of them have also set “development of entrepreneurship” 

as a strategic priority, but which in all cases is of minor relevance compared to other strategic priorities 

such R&D activities and matchmaking. Consequently, development of entrepreneurship is not a priori-

ty of cluster organisations. In terms of numbers of activities, the main areas serviced by cluster organi-

                                                      

33
 Lämmer-Gamp, T. 2015: Clusterentwicklung durch Smart Specialisation und systemische Vernetzung von 

Politiken und Programmen. In: Institut für Innovation und Technik Berlin, 2015: Neue Formen der Kooperation 

in regionalen Innovationssystemen, Jahresbericht Vol. 7, S. 21, available at: http://www.iit-

berlin.de/de/publikationen/jahresbericht-iit-vol-7. 

34 
For an introduction to cluster services please see Lämmer-Gamp, Thomas / Meier zu Köcker, Gerd / Nerger, 

Michael, 2014: Cluster collaboration and business support tools to facilitate entrepreneurship, cross-sectoral 

collaboration and growth, report to the European Cluster Observatory, European Commission, available at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/DocsRoom/documents/9972/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native. 
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sation are matchmaking of actors within the cluster and with actors outside the cluster as is the acqui-

sition of public funds for R&D and business development projects (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: Service profiles of cluster organisations that offer services to promote entrepreneurship (0 = no services 

in this area → 4 = very large spectrum of different services and large number of services delivered) 

 

Source: Benchmarking data provided by the European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (n = 420 cluster organisations, median 

value) 

 

There are also differences between technology areas, respectively industrial sectors. Cluster organisa-

tions in the sectors of construction / building, health and medical sciences, and aviation and space 

have a higher profile in terms of services for the development of entrepreneurship than most other 

sectors. While the figure for the construction industry might be surprising at first sight, its explanation 

can be found in the fact that many cluster organisations in this field try to promote new energy-efficient 

and environmental friendly construction techniques. Industrial sectors with the lowest profile in terms 

of entrepreneurship promotion include energy and environment, production and engineering, and 

sports / leisure / tourism (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Importance of services to develop entrepreneurship in the service profile of cluster organisations per 

industry (0 = no services in this area → 4 = very large spectrum of different services and large number of services 

delivered)  

 

Source: Benchmarking data provided by the European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (n = 420 cluster organisations, median 

value) 

 

When looking at the individual service portfolios of cluster organisations in detail, most of them provide 

a range of services from consulting and coaching of entrepreneurs to acquisition of financial sources 

(venture capital, banks, public funds etc.) on behalf of entrepreneurs. Only very few cluster organisa-

tions offer services such as incubators, living-labs or others (Figure 7). This is not necessarily a weak-

ness as many cluster organisations cooperate with incubators and living-labs within their cluster net-
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work. These institutions are often independent organisations that are formal members of the cluster 

network. Therefore, the fact, that cluster organisations themselves do not offer this kind of service, 

does not necessarily mean that such services are not available within the network, but are channeld 

through the cluster organisation instead of being directly offered.  

 

Figure 7: Services provided by cluster organisations to support entrepreneurship by industry and individual service 

(0 = no services in this area → 4 = very large number of services delivered) 

 

Source: Benchmarking data provided by the European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (n = 420 cluster organisations, median 

value) 

 

3.2 Cluster organisation services to support entrepreneurship 

This chapter presents the results of a survey among 53 cluster organisations that were awarded with 

either the “Silver Label” or “Gold Label of Cluster Management Excellence” of the European Cluster 

Excellence Initiative and which offer services to promote entrepreneurship. These cluster organisa-

tions, which work in industrial sectors closely related to the emerging industries identified by the Euro-

pean Cluster Observatory, are characterised by very high management standards and a sophisticated 

approach to cluster development, which is reflected by a well-developed strategy and a service portfo-

lio that aims at the realisation of the cluster’s strategic objective. The cluster organisations were asked 

to describe whether and which services they provide to their cluster actors to promote entrepreneur-

ship. The range of such services includes individual support for / coaching of entrepreneurs (e. g. 

business plan development), access to finance (e. g. brokering contacts for entrepreneurs with venture 

capitalists or assistance in negotiations with banks) as well as the provision of infrastructure (e. g. 

incubator facilities). Out of this sample 25 cluster organisations responded to the survey and reported 

that they offer services to promote entrepreneurship. 
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Among these cluster organisations the focus of support of entrepreneurship through cluster services is 

on networking (80 percent of cluster organisations do that) and access of financing (72 percent of 

cluster organisations do that). Besides, business consultancy is part of the service portfolio of many 

cluster organisations (68 %), while not even half of them include services in the areas of marketing 

and human resource development. Services to support internationalisation, incubation and technology 

transfer are only offererd by a limited number of cluster organisations (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: Focus of entrepreneurship services of cluster organisations 

 

Source: Survey among 53 cluster organisations (multiple answere were possible) 

 

The survey revealed that all participants offer services to promote entrepreneurship, even though 

scope and target groups differ from one cluster organisation to another. In principle, one can conclude 

from the presented examples that the focus is more on supporting established businesses and less on 

supporting potential and new entrepreneurs, particulary in regard to the different phases of pre-start, 

startup and acceleration and growth. For instance, infrastructure such as incubators, which is of par-

ticular importance to the promotion of startups and young entrepreneurs, is provided only by a very 

small number of cluster organisations. However, this does not signify that cluster organisations do not 

try to use this instrument to promote development. Many cluster organisations, this is a finding from 

cluster management audits conducted by the European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (ESCA), have 

established contacts with incubators and therefore signpost potential and young entrepreneurs to rele-

vant bodies.  

Thus, there is no need to replicate such a service through a separate service. This points to the fact 

that cluster organisations provide in most cases only services that are not offered within their regional 

scope in order to close gaps in the regional “business support infrastructure”. This applies also to the 

other services to promote entrepreneurship that are presented in the table, but are not offered by all 
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cluster organisations or not offered at all. Cluster organisations either signpost potential beneficiaries 

of such services to relevant players that are not necessarily affiliated with the cluster organisation or 

they collaborate formally with such service providers. This reflects the role a cluster organisation plays 

within a cluster: namely as an enabler and facilitator who provides only services in case they are not 

offered by a more suitable service provider. In this sense, the cluster organisation is embedded in a 

“regional system of collaboration”, which in its entirety of actors fuels the development of the cluster. 

When having a particular look on the promotion of potential and young entrepreneurs with regard to 

the different phases of nascent entrepreneurship the survey revealed that only a limited number of 

cluster organisations puts dedicated attention to it by offering a corresponding fully-fledged service 

portfolio.  

Figure 9 presents an overview of best practice examples of cluster organisations that promote nascent 

entrepreneurship in its different phases either through services offered by themselves or in collabora-

tion with other actors within the cluster. In case of these best practice examples, the cluster organisa-

tions are guided by a sophisticated cluster strategy that is very focussed on the promotion of a region 

by concentrating on a specific emerging industry. Annex 1 provides some more details on the entre-

preneurship services offered by these cluster organisations. 

 

Figure 9: Best practice examples of cluster organisations with a fully-fledged service portfolio to promote nascent 

entrepreneurship  
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3.3 Innovation vouchers as an instrument to promote entrepreneurship  

In recent years, innovation vouchers have become quite popular to promote entrepreneurship. More 

and more clusters in emerging industries have successfully used this funding instrument. One exam-

ple is the IN2LifeSciences project,
35

 a cross-cluster collaboration covering Belgium, Denmark France, 

Germany and the Netherlands supported under INTERREG.
36

 There are a number of policies, pro-

grammes and activities at EU level which support clusters in the emerging industries through voucher 

and related support schemes such as the support of “cluster facilitated projects for new industrial value 

chains” under Horizon 2020.
37

 Another example, where such experiences has already been gathered, 

refers to the projects supported under the European Commissions support for 'Clusters and Entrepre-

neurship in support of Emerging Industries' under the Competitiveness and Innovation Framework 

Programme (CIP). These six projects, from Belgium (Nano4Health), France (Health2Care), Germany 

(C3-Saxony), the United Kingdom (LOTONO), Spain (Innosmart), and Slovenia (Poly4EmI)
38

, aim for 

the promotion of emerging industries in different sectors. A key focus of these projects is to enhance 

entrepreneurial support activities through voucher schemes, service incubation or SME internationali-

sation linked with  cluster collaboration and networking activities. All project consortia have been work-

ing successfully with innovation vouchers to promote entrepreneurship.  

However, other tools and schemes to support entrepreneurship have been suceesfully applied in the 

context of the projects. For instance, the Poly4EmI project successfully tested a bunch of new policy 

analytical tools to better and more tailor-made support entrepreneurship in emerging industries (Stress 

Test, Policy Benchmarking, Value Chain Mapping). InnoSmart implemented a platform where interest-

ed partners from industry and academia can meet and facilitate project ideas across sectors and value 

chains. C3-Saxony, Nano4Health and Poly4EmI implemented innovation arenas resulting in new pro-

ject ideas and inventions.  

In all projects these project ideas and inventions were presented to the innovation voucher scheme, 

which was supposed to allow the beneficiaries to purchase services that are required for the imple-

mentation or facilitation of their planned project ideas and would in essence build a bridge between the 

conceptual work and the upcoming entrepreneurial activity. Each of the projects supported eventually 

25 entrepreneurs through a grant, e. g. through EUR 5,000.00 in the context of the C-3 Saxony project 

that could be used for a whole range of activities including specialist advice, feasibility studies, tests 

and material analysis, IPR consulting including analysis of existing IPRs,  certification and standardisa-

tion, market studies, legal advices, in particular with regard to EU and non-German law, marketing 

(e.g., preparation of a booth, CI, press releases), usiness cooperation / access to networks (including 

                                                      

35
 For further details on the project see www.in2lifesciences.eu. 

36
 For more details on this project see Lämmer-Gamp, T., Meier zu Köcker, G., and Nerger, M. 2014: Cluster 

Collaboration and Business Support Tools to Facilitate Entrepreneurship, Cross-sectoral Collaboration and 

Growth, report of the European Cluster Observatory, European Commission, pp. 22.23; available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/DocsRoom/documents/9972/attachments/1/translations/en/renditions/native. 

37
 https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/h2020/topics/6084-innosup-01-2016-

2017.html. 

38
 For further details on the projects see their individual websites www.nano4health.be, 

http://en.rhonealpes.fr/1092-health2care.htm, www.c3-saxony.eu, www.lotono.co.uk/success-stories, 

www.innosmart.eu and  www.poly4emi.eu. 
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partner searches), internationalisation services (including translation) and logistics or participation in 

European projects. The entrepreneurial activities, that are going to be further developed under this 

scheme, are in their vast majority promising.
39

 All of these projects linked these activities with cross-

cluster collaboration, e. g. in the case of Nano4Health to develop personalised health care applica-

tions as a new industrial sector by integrating nanotechnologies and biotechnologies as main key en-

abling technologies. 

While innovation vouchers are a promising instrument, as these initiatives demonstrate, the role of the 

cluster organisations involved was to bring the right actors together, set up trust areas and an innova-

tion arena, where entrepreneurs can meet and innovate. Furthermore, the cluster organisation, as 

neutral facilitator, organised the section process of those ideas that received public financial support 

through such schemes. Cluster organisations in all these six projects have been proven to be able to 

initiate such complex cross-sectoral projects to generate ideas within clusters as well as coordinating 

the implementation of funding schemes, like the voucher scheme. 

 

3.4 Supporting social entrepreneurship through cluster organisations 

The European Commission defined a social enterprise as “an operator in the social economy whose 

main objective is to have a social impact rather than to make a profit for their owners or shareholders. 

It operates by providing goods and services for the market in an entrepreneurial and innovative fash-

ion and uses its profits primarily to achieve social objectives. It is managed in an open and responsible 

manner and, in particular, involves employees, consumers and stakeholders affected by its commer-

cial activities”.
40

 In this respect, a social enterprise does not differ in terms of its activities from “regular 

enterprises”, but in terms of the principles by which it is operated.
41

  

Social enterprises play an important role both in terms of providing goods and services for the market 

in an entrepreneurial and innovative fashion, but uses its profits primarily to achieve social objectives. 

By accounting for for 6.53% of total employment in the EU-27 they respresent a significant element of 

the economy.
42

 In their innovation processes they are driven by the very same triggers as “regular” 

enterprises; namely “increase range and / or quality of products / services”, “financial sustainability and 

market expansion”, “pressure from competitors”, and “process improvements”. These triggers are 

completed by the driver for “social and environmental effects” which reflects the pursuance of the ob-

jective of having a social impact. Also barriers for innovation are the same as in “regular” enterprises, 

                                                      

39
 For more information about these projects see for example the presentations of the supported consortia C3-

Saxony at http://www.c3-saxony.eu/project-ideas/project-ideas.html or Inno-Smart at 

http://www.innosmart.eu/participants-projects. 

40
 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European and Social 

Committee and the Committee of the Regions, 2011: Social Business Initiative - Creating a favourable climate 

for social enterprises, key stakeholders in the social economy and innovation, COM(2011) 682 final, p. 2. 

41
 OECD, 2013: Job creation through the social economy and social entrepreneurship, p. 16. 

42
 CIRIEC, 2012: The Social Economy in the European Union. Report drawn up for the European Economic and 

Social Committee by the International Centre of Research and Information on the Public, Social and Coopera-

tive Economy (CIRIEC), p. 48. 

http://www.c3-saxony.eu/project-ideas/project-ideas.html
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namely “costs”, “regulation” or “market conditions”.
43

 Particular challenges exist with regard to financ-

ing, as there is a lack of venture capital and follow-up financing to bridge the “valley of death”. In some 

areas also exists a culture of distrust among stakeholders, which prevents cooperation as a key pre-

requisite for innovation. This applies in particular to the health and care sector, where welfare organi-

sations perceive social entrepreneurs as competitors and social entrepreneurs perceive them as being 

opposed to innovation. A lack of “market places” for good ideas and financiers hampers also the de-

velopment of the social economy, not only because ideas and money do not find each other, but also 

because good business models are not visible for imitators – something that is a key driver of an 

economy.
44

 An observation from Portugal illustrates this: “The lack of many examples of social enter-

prises can be considered as a key barrier to the development of the field, because emerging social 

entrepreneurs find it hard to anchor themselves in the learning from other examples.”
45

 

In the light of these particular drivers and barriers for innovation one can conclude that cluster organi-

sations are appropriate instruments to provide solutions that support the development of social entre-

preneurs. Cluster organisations, as can be seen from the analysis above (chapter 3), offer services in 

the field of networking, access to finance and business consultancy that address several of these chal-

lenges, but without a specific focus on social entrepreneurship. For the support of social enterprises 

through cluster organisations this does mean that there are no particular special services required as 

the promotion of R&D activities and business development follow the same logic as in “regular enter-

prises”. However, the support of social enterprises through cluster management services needs to 

take specific characteristics into account in order to be successful:  

 First, cluster organisations need to communicate with social entrepreneurs most probably in a 

language or through an organisational set-up that is in line with the mind-set of social entrepre-

neurs that in many cases is characterised by principles such as solidarity, reciprocity, equality, 

participation in decision making, and ownership.
46

 

 Second, social enterprises often raise funds from specific sources that are typical for the social 

economy. This includes, for example, venture philanthropy as a specific type of venture capital, 

foundations, individual investors, ethical or social markets or crowdfunding. Each of these fi-

nancial sources requires a sound knowledge of its individual conditions on the part of the clus-

ter management. The analysis of the benchmarking data and the results of the much more de-

tailed audits of the Gold-labelled European cluster organisations
47

 suggest that the support of 

social enterprises through cluster organisations in this respect is yet underdeveloped. 

                                                      

43
 For a detailed analysis of innovation drivers and barriers for social enterprises in different European countries 

see Seforis, 2014: The State of Social Entrepreneurshio – Innovations of Social Enterprises, available at: 

http://www.seforis.eu/upload/reports/5._Innovations_of_Social_Enterprises.pdf. 

44
 Höll, R. and Oldenburg, F. 2011: Wie überwinden wir Hürden für soziale Problemlöser? Sechs Ansätze zur 

Verbreitung von sozialer Innovation und Social Entrepreneurship in Deutschland, ASHOKA discussion paper, 

pp. 1-2, available at: 

http://germany.ashoka.org/sites/germanysix.ashoka.org/files/Ashoka_SozialeInnovation.pdf. 

45
 Seforis, 2014: The State of Social Entrepreneurship – Innovations of Social Enterprises, p. 9. 

46
 See in this respect OECD, 2013: Job creation through the social economy and social entrepreneurship, p. 16. 

47
 For an overview of the cluster organisation please see http://www.cluster-analysis.org/gold-label-new. 
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Cluster organisations should only set up incubators, living labs or similar instruments that are geared 

towards the social economy as “cluster service” if there is a specific need for such a service within its 

scope of activity. There are already a number of promising individual actors and initiatives in this field 

cluster organisations can team up with. As an example may serve the European Network of Incubators 

for Social Innovation (BENISI).
48

 BENISI, funded under the EU’s 7
th
 Framework Programme, is a con-

sortium of 13 organisations from 7 countries that aims for building a Europe-wide network of networks 

of incubators for social innovation. But cluster organisations should seek cooperation with these incu-

bators if they see a win-win-situation for both the cluster actors and the social entrepreneurs through 

collaboration. Such a collaboration could be promoted through policy instruments such as the French 

Pôle territorial de coopération économique (PTCE). PTCE bring together groups of stakeholders from 

government, industry and research and academia to develop strategies for the promotion of the social 

economy as a sustainable provider of employment in a specific region.
49

 

Cluster organisations are not the key instrument to further develop the social economy as the social 

economy is yet underdevelop in terms of “clustering”. However, cluster organistions are an important 

instrument in a regional system of collaboration that aims for the development of the social economy in 

a specific region. Such a regional system of collaboration can either focus on specific segments of the 

social economy such as the already mentioned health and care sector, but also reach out to other 

sectors. In this respect, it is important to have a broader understanding of the social economy that 

should not be narrow by being restricted to social services etc., but follow a wider approach that puts 

the idea of achieving social objectives also in the context of “traditional industrial sectors” such as 

manufacturing, food or retail.  

This area is yet still underdeveloped in terms of cluster management, but there is for sure a lot of po-

tential as examples demonstrate. Representative for many other examples is the young coffee-

roasting company “Coffee Circle”, which sells high-quality coffee beans sourced from Ethiopian farm-

ers at a fair price, while reinvesting parts of the profits in rural development projects in Africa.
50

 

Through collaboration with manufactures of roasters, logistic companies and retail the company could 

easily enlarge its business which would create further jobs both in Europe, but also in Ethiopia. Such a 

collaboration requires a bridge builder who communicates between business and social interests be-

tween the “regular” and the social entrepreneur. This is the role a cluster management organisation 

could assume in a regional system of collaboration that pursues the development of a regional social 

economy. 

 

 

                                                      

48
 www.benisi.eu. 

49
 For further details please see 

http://www.economie.gouv.fr/files/files/PDF/20150421_dossier_de_presse_ptce.pdf or 

http://www.logement.gouv.fr/23-poles-territoriaux-de-cooperation-economique-primes. 

50
 See www.coffeecircle.com. 

http://www.economie.gouv.fr/files/files/PDF/20150421_dossier_de_presse_ptce.pdf
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4. New approaches for regional collaboration between cluster 

organisations and relevant regional partners 

In regional economic development, especially when it comes to support industrial transformation, the 

highest impact can be reached when there are strong mechanisms for partnerships between the re-

gional authorities, business support agencies, cluster actors and related cluster organisations. Such 

partnership means much more than just providing financial support for cluster organisations or cluster 

actors. In fact, it means is an active involvement of the public sector using cluster initiatives and cluster 

organisations as an active tool to implement regional economic strategies like smart specialisation 

strategies. This support needs to be sustained over time and responsive to changes in markets and 

technologies to bring respective regions forward.  

It has been shown in the previous chapter that cluster initiatives and especially cluster organisations 

can contribute to support entrepreneurship and new business formation by tailor-made support ser-

vices. However, capacities and capabilities of these cluster organisations are limited and most of them 

focus on the further development of existing businesses. It would be meaningless to believe that main-

ly cluster organisations can drive entrepreneurship. They only can contribute to a certain extent.  

A more efficient, effective, and synergetic use of public policies, investments, and support mecha-

nisms is needed to successfully support entrepreneurship and new business formation. Regional co-

operation models motivate all entrepreneurial supporting entities to follow a systematic approach, with 

clear tasks and objectives for all partners and a dedicated regional leadership. Among such framework 

conditions, cluster organisations can play an important role. However, within regions there is need for 

further discussion on how to create such a systemic approach that is coordinated in an efficient and 

effective way between the relevant actors. Such systemic cooperation should be guided by new prin-

cipels as presented in Figure 10. 

.  
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Figure 10: Towards new regional cooperation models to better support entrepreneurship 

 

 

The following sub-chapters present examples from both Europe and the United States which provide 

inspiration for the development of such new regional cooperation models to support entrepreneurship. 

 

4.1 Good practice from European regions 

In the context of the design and implementation of their smart specialisation strategies, some regions 

made good progress with regard of regional cooperation models and actively involved cluster initia-

tives in the process of designing and implementing innovation and cluster policy and achieving higher 

impact on entrepreneurial support and new business formation. Cluster initiatives, that are able to 

gather and represent the key actors from science and business in dedicated sectors, are becoming 

instruments of regional economic development policies and less than separately operating primary 

funding objects.  

The region of Skane is a very good example for this as it has actively involved all relevant actors from 

business, science, politics, and regional economic developers in the cluster policy development pro-

cess. The regional smart specialisation strategy of Skane is solidly based on the individual strategies 

of the related cluster initiatives. This assures a high coherence of regional cluster based economic 

development policies and the related strategies of the respective cluster initiatives. Another good ex-

ample is the region of Upper Austria, which involves all relevant stakeholders in the formulation of the 

smart specialisation and cluster programme and to retain existing roles and responsibilities of stake-

holders in the implementation phase. The competences of the cluster organisations, Upper Austrian 
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Council for Research and Technology (RFT) and the large agencies TMG and UAR continues to be 

employed. The ministry representatives of Upper Austria still act as the principal, while the field of 

activity committees (in this committee the Business Agency is prominently represented) carry out the 

strategic development work and representation. Cluster organisations act as the process owner for the 

field of activity committees, providing the stakeholder with organisational support and facilitating the 

implementation of measures and topics. 

Another good example how regions can leverage their impact on entrepreneurial development and 

new business formation through new regional cooperation models is the Mannheim Medical Technol-

ogy Cluster. Startups and young entrepreneurs can significantly benefit from the close cooperation of 

the regional development agency, the cluster management, incubators, universities and regional policy 

makers.  

Figure 11 displays this integrated approach, in which relevant actors are brought together to avoid a 

fragemented support environment. 

 

Figure 11: The systematic approach and the role of the cluster organisation of Mannheim region to support entre-

preneurship and business formation  

 

The spectrum of startup promotion services and programmes offered and coordinated by the cluster 

management in close cooperation with related partners is well synchronised and cover all needs of 

young enterprises. The regional economic development agency facilitates initial investments through 

the KREATECH funding-scheme to support technology-oriented startup companies in Mannheim. In 



Discussion paper – Clusters and Entrepreneurship in Emerging Industries 

 

  

27 

 

addition to office space, so called innovation cubes (i-Cubes
51

) and on-site advice by medical technol-

ogy experts is offered. In addition, the cluster management was able, in close cooperation with the 

regional development agency and other entrepreneurial support entities, to secure funding from the 

medical device research programme „Mannheim Molecular Intervention Environment“ (M2OLIE). It 

includes a federal government funding of up to EUR 30 million over a period of up to 15 years to facili-

tate public-private cooperation between academia, startups and industry to develop the “Interventional 

OR of the Future” for cancer treatment. Finally, the cluster management acquired regional funds to 

initiate cooperation between startups and entrepreneurs from Mannheim with peers from Boston, Haifa 

and Suzhou. 

Also Flanders can be considered as an excellent example for regional cooperation models to support 

entrepreneurship. The cluster initiative FlandersBio and the regional development agency Flanders 

Innovation & Entrepreneurship have implemented, together with other regional actors, a smart ap-

proach to support startups at the edge between Biotechnology, Medical Technology and Microsys-

tems, Technology.  

   

4.2 Good practice from Massachusetts (USA) 

As an example of a cluster that represents ongoing growth and development of entrepreneurship in 

technology-based area, the healthcare cluster in Massachusetts (USA) provides interesting observa-

tions. The case is made that this cluster has benefitted from entrepreneurship support systems that 

the cluster itself has helped to generate. It is of interest to identify the role of the cluster organisations, 

public agencies, universities, and other institutions in supporting entrepreneurial efforts and in provid-

ing conditions that serve to enable value creation in this field. Success factors associated with entre-

preneurial initiatives are described both as programme initiatives and as natural outcomes of the clus-

ter development itself. 

Venture funding of life sciences was of particular importance. The high concentration and rapidly 

evolving nature of technology-based entrepreneurship in Massachusetts is especially evident in the 

multi-faceted field of life sciences. The growing flow of venture investment reflects a significant trend in 

this regard. According to the National Venture Capital Association, the metropolitan statistical area that 

includes the Boston-Cambridge region in Massachusetts represented over $5.5 billion of venture in-

vestments for nearly 350 companies in 2015 alone. Several other cities in the Central and Western 

regions of the state are also experiencing a continuing growth of startup companies in the life scienc-

es. Each location is putting specific institutional measures in place to capture the innovation momen-

tum and job creation opportunities.    

The changing demographic profile of the technology workforce in Massachusetts is another important 

factor to consider in assessing the conditions for entrepreneurship development. In addition to an ob-

servable shift toward younger age groups, the healthcare cluster in Massachusetts has attracted a 

growing number of highly qualified entrepreneurs from Europe, Asia and other regions of the world. 

Another critical component of the life sciences entrepreneurial ecosystem in Massachusetts has been 

the gradual influx of large biopharmaceutical and medical device companies along with the expansion 

and acquisition of local firms by multinational corporations. The “open innovation” platforms of some of 

                                                      

51
 Innovation cubes (i-Cube) are standardised hybrid rooms for startup companies suitable for multiple uses such 

as an office or simultaneously as an electrical engineering lab or mechanical workshop or pilot series produc-

tion room. It is capable of adapting to changing startup usage requirements over time. 
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these companies have enabled local entrepreneurial initiatives to become part of the supply chain of 

locally sourced goods and services. The new market opportunities generated by these large corpora-

tions become part of the dynamic and self-sustaining entrepreneurial environment of the healthcare 

cluster in Massachusetts.    

The expanding knowledge base associated with medical sciences and healthcare is providing an es-

sential base for engaging a variety of new disciplines in engineering, materials science, information 

technology and others. As each of these areas are nurtured by academic and research networks that 

go well beyond the state of Massachusetts, there is a broad-based demand to create novel applica-

tions and provide new opportunities for business creation. Healthcare startup activities in Massachu-

setts benefit from a self-sustaining innovation and entrepreneurial culture as well as specifically de-

signed programmes and activities put into place by public agencies, academic institutions and private 

sector firms. These include both individual entities in the life science cluster as well as the cluster or-

ganisations themselves.   

In discussing the startup and innovation environment in Massachusetts, one must also consider the 

combination of conditions that arise from the evolution of the cluster itself and the deliberately struc-

tured programmes and coordinated actions designed to provide entrepreneurial incentives. The follow-

ing table lists certain success factors that serve to maintain a vibrant community of organisations and 

individuals that sustain life science entrepreneurship in Massachusetts. Additionally, examples of spe-

cific entrepreneurship programmes and public support schemes are offered. It is important to point out 

the diversity of groups, professions and institutions that comprise the so-called entrepreneurial “eco-

system” in the state.   

Federal-level programmes that have represented an important input to entrepreneurial ventures in 

healthcare and other sectors in Massachusetts include the Small Business Innovation Research pro-

gramme (SBIR) and the Small Business Technology Transfer (STTR). The financing from this pro-

gramme is competitively granted in three phases through federal agencies corresponding to the field 

of interest. In the case of medical technologies and healthcare, said agencies can include the National 

Institutes of Health (NIH) and others. Each of these agencies has its own SBIR programme intended 

to assist innovation efforts on the part of small entrepreneurial firms directed at specific technological 

bottlenecks. The Massachusetts Life Sciences Center provides matching support of up to $500,000 

per company that has been awarded Phase II or Post Phase II SBIR grants.   

The following points can be categorically stated with regard to the how the components of the medical 

and healthcare cluster in Massachusetts enables entrepreneurship and benefits from entrepreneurial 

activities:   

 The cluster-related interaction is highly decentralised and there is no central coordination for 

promoting entrepreneurship in the life sciences. 

 The level of activity and differentiation of the entrepreneurial “ecosystem” for life sciences in 

Massachusetts adapts to market conditions over time. 

 The distribution of entrepreneurial support systems for the healthcare cluster in Massachusetts 

reflects regional competitive advantages and corresponding development policies.       

The support infrastructure for enabling healthcare-related entrepreneurship in Massachusetts general-

ly involves the types of entities and activities listed in Table 2. 

 

 

 



Discussion paper – Clusters and Entrepreneurship in Emerging Industries 

 

  

29 

 

Table 2: Support infrastructure for enabling healthcare-related entrepreneurship in Massachusetts   

Type of infrastruc-
ture 

Massachusetts  
and US Govern-
ment 

Universities / 

Hospitals  

Business / 

Corporations 

Cluster Organisa-
tions 

 

Angel Funds and 
Venture Capital  

 

 

Early-stage funds 
for healthcare IT 
available from 
MassVentures, a 
quasi-public agen-
cy. 

 

Business plan com-
petitions 

 

MIT 100K Business 
Plan Competition  

 

 

Corporate invest-
ment in startups of 
interest to value 
chain;  

Flagship Ventures; 

Third Rock Ven-
tures, others. 

 

 

Entrepreneurship 
Training and Men-
toring Programmes 

 

 

Funding from Mas-
sachusetts  

Life Sciences Cen-
ter and Massachu-
setts Technology 
Collaborative 

 

MIT Venture Men-
toring Service. 

 

MassChallenge 
states that its 835 
startups have raised 
$1.1B in funding; 
generated  $520M 
in revenue created 
6,500 jobs. 

 

 

Networks and Net-
working Pro-
grammes 

 

 

Massachusetts Life 
Sciences Center  

Massachusetts 
Technology Collab-
orative  

MassVentures 

 

 

Mass Technology 
Transfer Center 
holds regular events 
for the purpose of 
bringing together 
early stage life sci-
ence firms and 
investors.   

 

Supply chain net-
works. 

 

Xconomy  

 

 

The Mass Biotech 
Council (MassBio) 
and the Mass Medi-
cal Device Council 
(MassMEDIC) host 
conferences and 
networking oppor-
tunities.  

Peer groups like 
“Women in Bio” 
provide support 
systems for young 
entrepreneurs. 

 

Incubators, accel-
erators and  inno-
vation spaces 

 

Mass Life Sciences 
Center reports no 
fewer than 23 incu-
bators / accelerators 
distributed through-
out the state.  There 
is also a mushroom-
ing of venture ca-
fé’s. 

 

Wide variety of 
models for technol-
ogy transfer and 
entrepreneurship 
training prgrammes 
at universities and 
hospitals in Mass.    
MIT, Harvard,  
UMASS Amherst 
Institute for Applied 
Life Sciences. 

 

Occasional corpo-
rate incubators for 
potential technology  

Suppliers.   

 

Cambridge Innova-
tion Center  

 

Massachusetts 
Biomedical Initia-
tives 

 

 

Legal assistance, 
accounting and 
other professional 
services  

 

Small Business 
Administration  
(SBA) offers assis-
tance of this type. 

 

Technology Licens-
ing Offices at MIT, 
Boston University 
Brigham & Women’s 
Hospital , others. 

 

Seminars at law 
firms and account-
ing firms. 

 

 

Supplier discounts 
for members.  Can 
be important for 
new startups.   
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In terms of future challenges, the healthcare reform in the US affects all states. The continuing reform 

measures of the US healthcare system at the national level through the Affordable Care Act have pro-

vided new urgency for cost reduction in the provision of services to patients. Pressures for increasing 

cost effectiveness will continue to be a challenge to all new entrepreneurial ventures. While the devel-

opment of therapeutic drugs requires the commitment of heavy financial resources on the part of large 

established corporations, the open innovation policies on the part of these corporate entities lends 

itself to the support and occasional acquisition of small and medium startup firms. Such developmental 

dynamics have played a significant role in the nurturing of entrepreneurship in the life science sector in 

Massachusetts. Similarly, new ventures in the area of diagnostics and medical devices typically re-

quire less capital investment and lead time for regulatory approval than new drug development efforts. 

There are additional new technology frontiers resulting from continuing healthcare reform pressures.  

These include precision medicine, individualised care, anti-biotic resistance, digital monitoring of 

chronic diseases associated with new demographics (aging population and ethnic minorities). New 

entrepreneurship opportunities are also expanding in other areas such wearable medical devices, 

smart textiles, fiber optics, nanotech, genetic modification, robotics and others. The cluster dynamics 

and the respective life science cluster organisations in Massachusetts will continue to play a key part 

in maintaining the sustainability of forward-looking entrepreneurship capabilities in the state. 

 

5. Recommendations for policy makers 

Unlocking the potential of innovative entrepreneurship concentrated in strong European clusters is 

essential for renewing the industrial basis of the EU. Recently, there has been an increased policy 

attention on future oriented trends and innovation in manufacturing industries. Given the importance of 

the European manufacturing sector, the development of effective support and framework conditions 

conductive for the development of modern industries has been placed high on the policy agenda. The 

emphasis is, however, not only on technologies or engineering but an important challenge for both 

industry and policy-makers is shifting from a process industry to a solution-oriented approach.   

Some of the key challenges and also opportunities of entrepreneurs lie in the following: 

 Harnessing the potential in new business models and service innovation in order to foster the 

development of smarter product design methods and shorter production runs; 

 Shifting to digital factories, including the digitalisation of production, the establishment of com-

plex production systems, networked manufacturing, and the transformation of factories into 

‘factories of the future’; 

 Fostering the development of the circular economy and the adoption of green technologies 

that can improve resource and energy efficiency; 

 Joining more international value chains and improve their internationalisation strategies. 

In terms of future policy and programme development to address theses challenges policy makers 

should consider the following recommendations: 

1. Use cluster initiatives and cluster organisations to promote smarter and more focused en-

trepreneurship development 

As cluster initiatives and cluster organisations bring together companies, academia, R&D actors and 

other innovation actors they are effective facilitators for building new industrial strengths, notably in 
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emerging industries. Therefore, identify the cluster initatives and cluster organisations in your region 

that have the potential to fulfil this role. Engage with them in a dialogue on their contributions to the 

support of entrepreneurship in your region. 

 

2. Create regional cooperation models around cluster initiatives to support entrepreneurship 

Without doubt clusters and cluster initiatives are important and powerful instruments to promote re-

gional economic growth. Yet, most of the cluster organisations do not consider the support of entre-

preneurship as a key area of activities. Even if, most of them support established businesses rather 

than really new business. With regard to the different phases of nascent entrepreneurship – pre-start, 

startup and acceleration / growth – only a limited number of cluster organisations promote entrepre-

neurship through a fully-fledged service portfolio. In these cases, the cluster organisations are guided 

by a sophisticated cluster strategy that is very focused on the promotion of a region by concentrating 

on a specific emerging industry.  

Such strategies should follow the approach for regional collaboration as outlined in this paper. Cluster 

organisations play an important role, but there are also other actors in the region that provide relevant 

entrepreneurship infrastructure (such as incubators, science centres or organisations that host busi-

ness plan competitions). Such a regional collaboration should be based on a systematic approach of 

all stakeholders that coordinates individual strategies and activities for the benefit of an effective and 

efficient support environment. It goes without saying that this also requires commitment of all stake-

holders and dedicated leadership by a key actor, which can be a cluster organisation. 

When engaging in a dialogue with cluster organisations to explore their possible contributions to the 

support of entrepreneurship in your region, ensure that this includes the joint development of such a 

strategy for regional cooperation. 

 

3. Analyse the entrepreneurial conditions in your region in detail and implement corrective 

measures, if required 

To stimulate the concentration of entrepreneurial activity a key challenge of policy-makers is to create 

favourable framework conditions that will positively influence the evolution of regional business eco-

systems and facilitate the creation of new enterprises, the survival and growth of business activities. 

This includes the development of a more entrepreneurial culture, improving knowledge linkages, 

providing supportive financing and funding conditions, strengthening the social capital and creating 

demand for innovative products and services. Framework conditions are often industry-specific, where 

only a set of them are the ones which are instrumental in fostering the development and emergence of 

a certain type of cluster. For instance, in the evolution of science-based clusters different factors play a 

decisive role as in the development of clusters composed of small manufacturing firms and again oth-

ers in new emerging, services-based clusters. 

The Regional Ecosystem Scoreboard prepared by the European Cluster Observatory has identified 

the quality of conditions in the regional ecosystem that can foster or eventually hinder the creation of 

dynamic cross-sectoral collaboration spaces for innovation and entrepreneurship revealing both ena-

bling and constraining mechanisms. The indicator framework of the Regional Ecosystem Scoreboard 

allows capturing the overall quality of the regional entrepreneurial and innovation ecosystem and gives 

an insight about the regional conditions compared across the European Union. Based on this analysis, 

areas for policy improvement can be identified and corrective measures developed and implemented. 
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Annex 1: Good practice examples of cluster organisation ser-

vices to support entrepreneurship 

 

Name and country 

BioTechMed (BTM) Cluster Mazovia, 

Poland 

Industry 

Biopharmaceuticals, Biotechnol-

ogy 

Website 

http://btm-mazowsze.pl and 

http://btm.lucid.pl/ 

Profile of entrepreneurship support ser-

vice 

A key strategic objective of BTM Cluster Mazovia is the commercial-

isation of R&D results of Polish universities and hospitals in the field 

of biotechnology. In order to develop this potential the cluster man-

agement introduced in summer 2015 the service “Bridge2Market” 

(http://btm.lucid.pl/). Through this web platform the cluster manage-

ment aims to facilitate the process of technology transfer from re-

search units to companies. Following the model of a dating website 

“Bridge2Market” shall ease the process of finding partners for the 

commercialisation of projects. 

 

Name and country 

Cap Digital  

Industry 

Digital Industries 

Website 

www.capdigital.com 

Profile of entrepreneurship support ser-

vice 

As a key service to promote entrepreneurship Cap Digitial offers an 

“Acceleration Programme for Entrepreneurs”. Within this programme 

the cluster organisation supports startups and young entrepreneurs 

not only with access to funding, but also coaching and advice with 

regard to business model development, market validation, scaling up 

and internationalisation. In the context of the latter they hosted a 

specific programme to promote French startups in the US, but other 

countries are also addressed. Entrepreneurs who are supported 

have to participate in a rigid selection process. 

 

Name and country 

Corallia, Greece 

Industry 

Different emerging industries  

Website 

http://www.corallia.org 

Profile of entrepreneurship support ser-

vice 

Corallia is the first organisation established in Greece for the man-

agement and development of Innovation Clusters, in specific sectors 

and regions of the country, within which actors operate in a coordi-

nated manner. Corallia implemented series of initiatives to stimulate 

and promote especially Youth Entrepreneurship, e.g. Educational 

Trips at highly acknowledged universities worldwide (Stanford, 

Berkeley, MIT, Georgia Tech), an integrated incubation, acceleration 

and co-working programme as a corporate social responsibility initia-

tive. The programme can engage young aspiring entrepreneurs from 

all over Greece who have creative and innovative ideas in any sector 

of the economy and who have the passion to put their 'idea' into 

'action'. Corallia also organises the Ε-bootcamp Competition with 

http://btm.lucid.pl/
http://btm.lucid.pl/
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Stanford, Internships Days, Carpe Diem, Career Days in order to 

expose students and young entrepreneurs to new horizons and 

career perspectives. Corallia also facilitates support activities for 

access to finance. 

Also, Corallia offers support for entrepreneurs with networking 

events, internationalisation events, it- / web-services, business area 

and exhibition area and telepresence as well as HR-services (career 

days, career matchmaker platform), public relations support and 

training events. 

 

Name and country 

CyberForum e. V., Germany  

Industry 

Digital Industries 

Website 

http://www.en.cyberforum.de/offering/ 

Profile of entrepreneurship support ser-

vice 

CyberForum is a large network of high-tech companies that connects 

businesses, business angels and investors, entrepreneurs, founders, 

researchers, apprentices, and pupils to accelerate the use of ICT 

solutions across all industries. As the support of entrepreneurship is 

key in this regard the cluster organisation offer a broad range of dif-

ferent services individually designed for each of the abovementioned 

target groups of the cluster: http://www.en.cyberforum.de/offering/.    

 

Name and country 

GCE NODE, Norway  

Industry 

Blue Growth Industry 

Website 

http://gcenode.no/ 

Profile of entrepreneurship support ser-

vice 

GCE Node promotes the development of the Norwegian offshore 

industry. In order to counter negative economic effects in the region 

due to the falling oil price the cluster organisation has designed a 

“Cluster development programme” that aims at the exploration and 

development of new business areas through existing companies 

(http://gcenode.no/project/704/). In addition, the cluster organisation 

is involved in the establishment and management of incubators that 

aim for the commercial exploitation of R&D results of the local uni-

versities through the establishment of new companies; people who 

have lost their jobs in the oil industry are a particular target group of 

this “Greenhouse programme” (http://gcenode.no/news/a-

greenhouse-for-good-ideas-2/). 

 

Name and country 

It’s OWL – intelligent technology sys-

tems, Germany  

Industry 

Production and engineering, 

Digital Industries 

Website 

www.its-owl.com/home/ 

Profile of entrepreneurship support ser-

vice 

For the cluster organisation the promotion of entrepreneurship is a 

key priority and embedded as a main pillar in its strategy to commer-

cialise R&D results that develop from more than 40 high profile R&D 

projects. Measures to support entrepreneurship include coaching / 

mentoring, two incubators, pitch events for young entrepreneurs, 
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seminars on business plan development, patenting, financing etc., 

special events and workshops for founders, and special conditions 

for fair participations for young entrepreneurs. 
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Internal Market, 

Industry, Entre-

preneurship and 

SMEs 

European Cluster Observatory in brief 
The European Cluster Observatory is a single access point for statistical information, analysis and 

mapping of clusters and cluster policy in Europe. It is primarily aimed at European, national, regional 

and local policy-makers and cluster managers and representatives of SME intermediaries. It is an 

initiative run by the ‘Clusters, Social Economy and Entrepreneurship’ unit of the European Commis-

sion’s Directorate-General for Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs and aims to pro-

mote the development of more world-class clusters in Europe, notably with a view to promoting com-

petitiveness and entrepreneurship in emerging industries and facilitating SMEs’ access to clusters and 

internationalisation activities through clusters. 

The ultimate objective is to help Member States and regions to design smart specialisation and cluster 

strategies that will help companies to develop new, globally competitive advantages in emerging in-

dustries through clusters, and in this way to strengthen the role of cluster policies in boosting Europe’s 

industry as part of the Europe 2020 Strategy. 

In order to support evidence-based policy-making and partnering, the European Cluster Observatory 

provides an EU-wide comparative cluster mapping with sectoral and cross-sectoral statistical analysis 

of the geographical concentration of economic activities and performance. The European Cluster Ob-

servatory provides the following services: 

■ a biannual ‘European Cluster Panorama’ (cluster mapping) providing an update of and ex-

tension to the statistical mapping of clusters in Europe, including for ten related sectors (i.e. 

cross-sectoral) and a correlation analysis with key competitiveness indicators; 

■ a ‘European Cluster Trends’ report analysing cross-sectoral clustering trends, cluster  

internationalisation and global mega trends in industrial transformation; identifying common in-

teraction spaces; and providing a forecast for industrial and cluster opportunities; 

■ a ‘Regional Ecosystem Scoreboard’ setting out strengths and weaknesses of regional and 

national ecosystems for clusters, and identifying cluster-specific framework conditions for 

three cross-sectoral collaboration areas; 

■ a ‘European Stress Test for Cluster Policy’, including a self-assessment tool accompanied 

by policy guidance for developing cluster policies in support of emerging industries; 

■ a showcase of modern cluster policy practice, provided in the form of advisory support 

services to six selected model demonstrator regions. The services offered include expert 

analysis, regional survey and benchmarking reports, peer review meetings and policy briefings 

in support of emerging industries. The policy advice also builds on the policy lessons from re-

lated initiatives in the area of emerging industries; 

■ the European Cluster Conferences 2014 and 2016, which bring together Europe’s cluster 

policy-makers and stakeholders for a high-level cluster policy dialogue and policy learning, 

and facilitate exchange of information through, e. g. webpages, newsletters and videos. 
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Industry, Entre-

preneurship and 
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More information about the European Cluster Observatory is available at the EU cluster portal at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/cluster/observatory/. 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/cluster/observatory/

