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This booklet wants to give a contribution to the dissemination of best 
management practices of industrial clusters. It sums up an important 

work carried out by the authors within the Alpine Space project 
Alplastics (www.alplastics.net). It also makes use of several contents 
of the successful Cluster Academy initiative, created and managed 

in the recent years by Clusterland (www.clusterland.at). 

The authors of the 7 chapters are managers of major plastics industry 
clusters across the Alpine space. They tried to report their direct 

experiences done over the past 15 years, some learned lessons and 
the current trends in cluster management excellence.

Even if the authors and best practices refer to plastics industrial 
clusters, all the concepts, ideas and suggestions are written in a more 
general perspective and can be applied to the management of any 

kind of industrial cluster.

Piero Cavigliasso, Proplast Werner Pamminger, Clusterland
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1
SYSTEMIC NETWORKING
WITH STAKEHOLDERS

Réseau plasturgie (CH)
www.reseau-plasturgie.ch

Author(s)

The chapter explains:
• How important are relations with Triple helix actors: industrial committees, networking with 	

academy or training institutions, interaction with policy makers
• How to manage networking.

Chapter goals:
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
	1) Systemic Networking with stakeholders is 

essential to foster the development of the cluster.	
Through its networking activities the cluster (which is 
an essential actor in the economic development of a 
given region) is exposed and can become more valuable 
and recognized.	

2) The implementation of interactions with regional 
/national authorities will allow the improvement of the 
cluster’s framework conditions and the satisfaction of 
the industrial and academic cluster partners.		

3) For the companies that are members of a cluster, 
there is a significant added value brought by networking, 
especially in terms of awareness, marketing, business 
and cooperation opportunities.		

4) The systemic networking fosters the performance 
and the growth of the cluster as well as stronger political 
actions.
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The cluster allows all the different actors to interact and to 
learn from each other. As reported by Michael Porter in the 
Harvard Business Review, “Clusters do more than make 
opportunities for innovation more visible. They also provide 
the capacity and the flexibility to act rapidly”

Systemic Networking with stakeholders is important for your 
cluster at two different levels:
• The cluster-internal cooperation
• Cluster-external cooperation.

The cluster-internal cooperation gathers the cluster and 
its members;
• Academic members
• Policy makers
• Industry.

WHAT is it about?

The stakeholders:
Two types of stakeholders can be considered:
• Endogenous stakeholders such as cluster members usually grouped under the term “triple 
helix” (but especially industry and R&D institutions)	
• Exogenous stakeholders with whom the cluster has to collaborate (professional associations, 
chambers of commerce and industry, regional, national and international public authorities, 
other clusters, etc.).

A harmonious networking with these two types of stakeholders is extremely important because:
• The cluster’s development heavily depends on the quality of its operations and services and 
thereby the quality of relationships between the actors of the “triple helix”	
• The visibility of these activities should be implemented to ensure that the exogenous 
stakeholders, directly or indirectly, support the cluster. A strong networking with stakeholders 
must develop this visibility.

The cluster-external cooperation permits to see beyond the cluster scope and to make its 
activities known by making advantage of larger recognition and new opportunities; in addition, 
systemic networking with stakeholders allows to all involved actors of the triple helix model 
(academia, state, industry) to get some advantages by sharing best practices and by having 
access to low-cost knowledge.	
This cooperation allows continuous improvement which is important in the globalization oriented 
strategy of nowadays’ economy as it will bring knowledge thanks to international relations. 
The development of a cluster includes the launch of its networking at an extra-regional level 
in the scope of a meta-cluster which will permit to this meta-region to better defend itself in 
a globalized economy.
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The clusters foster the triple helix actors of university-industry-policy makers to enhance the 
open innovation in a specific industry. According to the “The Cluster Initiative Greenbook”, in 
the scheme below we see the six principal targets developed:

The Cluster Initiative Target Board (Source: The Cluster Initiative Greenbook)

Networking and communication methods should today follow a specific strategy, for several reasons:
• The growing number of different actors involved and their stronger collaboration
• The fast growing internationalization processes
• The (good) integration of the three stakeholders (academia, industry, policy makers) requires 
specific attention and transformations
• Media and financing institutions should be considered as two additional actors for efficient 
networking strategy.

Actors on the Cluster Stage 
(Source: CLUSTERS Balancing Evolutionary and Constructive Forces)

Triple helix model of Academia-Industry-State-
Endogenous and Exogenous stakeholders
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ACADEMIA and other R&D&Training bodies play a very important role in the innovation process:
• Through research and development, R&D bodies are more and more actively implicated in 
science, technology and knowledge transfer
• They play an important role in open innovation with the industry and provide them new 
knowledge and technologies
• They foster innovation since they have the resources that are the most up to date with new 
technologies and innovating process management methods.

The POLICY MAKERS play a role in financing the development of favorable framework conditions 
for universities and industry as well as in setting policies.

The INDUSTRY has to continuously improve its processes and products to be competitive. The 
internationalization nowadays makes it indispensable to the industry to innovate more and 
faster to stay on the market with the growing competition.

TRAINING BODIES: through the triple helix model, the different actors can also take advantage 
of the commercial cooperation and the training and post-training programs adapted to their 
specific needs. Indeed education and training institutions are considered as a key element.	

As mentioned before, we have to consider two more actors to the networking strategy:	
• The media
• The financing institutions.

Networking model with the five stakeholders (CM: 
Cluster Management)
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• The cluster management plays a very important role 
through cluster systemic networking with stakeholders

• The cluster management is the best suitable actor 
to introduce a networking strategy, since it has a range 
of skills in the common interest field.

Cluster management activities oriented to networking 
with stakeholders should involve:

• The cluster’s steering committee: it is clear that 
steering committee (or administration council) should 
be composed by the most important stakeholders. 
Normally the industry and R&D&training bodies are 
always present in such steering committee, in some 
cases also policy makers are present (in other cases 
they are supporting the cluster from outside)	

• The cluster manager and collaborators: it is 
evident that cluster managers and collaborators should 
be able to manage high level relationships, both with 
academia, industry and policy makers. The cluster 
manager(s) should have a good past industrial or 
academic experience, and good project management 
skills

• Working groups: Working groups should be 
composed - when possible - by the five types of actors 
that should give themselves the common objective to 
improve and ensure the activities linked to the 
strategic objectives of the cluster. If possible, the 
working groups shouldn’t be administrated by the 
management of the cluster, but by the industrial partners.

WHO should manage all this?
As the cluster management is in the middle of all interactions, it should be in charge of 
managing all the networking process:
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The cluster concept focuses on the linkages among actors in 
the value chain in producing activities and services to increase 
competitiveness of the members, of the region and of its 
technological domain. As said, the actors involved in a cluster 
are the policy makers, the industry and the R&D&training 
bodies that are linked in a value chain. The fact that all actors 
belong to the same cluster makes the establishment of the 
networking easier and provides a wider range of opportunities.

The cluster management’s main objective is to ensure the 
networking at three different levels, corresponding to 3 specific 
missions related to the systemic networking process:	

• The primary mission is the networking between the cluster 
management and the different stakeholders	

• The second mission is the networking between the different 
stakeholders

• The third mission is the networking inside each stakeholders 
group.

HOW do I manage these activities?
Organization/Economical aspects

Primary mission: Cluster management with stakeholders
The first level of networking represents the actions taken by the cluster management to connect 
with each actor. The cluster management has to know the needs of each partner group to 
identify potential collaboration opportunities. There are three different linkages:

Networking between cluster management and stakeholders

• Cluster management - Academia:
The cluster management has to know academic partners, their competences, projects, 
equipment and success stories. Knowing our partners and their competences, laboratories 
and equipment through strong interactions, will allow to put them in relation with other actors 
inside the cluster, mainly with firms and universities. The cluster management has to identify 
the needs of academia towards state and industry.



As a result of this networking, the opportunity of creating new training programs, post-graduate 
jobs or ongoing trainees will be given by developing, for example, a “knowledge atlas” and 
by selling some development ideas. The cluster management will be able to make the industrial 
partners aware of the identified needs. Moreover, new projects such as trainings will be built 
by involving the right actors. The students of post-graduated programs will also make advantage 
of this collaboration where they will be promoted in the industry.

• Cluster management - Industry
The cluster management has to know the industrial partners, their competences, products 
and services, equipment and success stories. A booklet that presents all the competences 
of the network (knowledge/competence atlas) will optimize and facilitate the matchmaking 
task of the cluster.

This will help: to build collaborative or competitive projects and open to international markets. 
To gather all their needs and to report them to the policy makers in order to improve the 
framework conditions.

• Cluster management - Policy makers
The cluster management has to know the industrial and innovation policy of its region/state. 
To develop the projects, the cluster needs additional financing for the development of favorable 
framework conditions to the academia and the industry.
The networking with the region/state is important for the fulfillment of the projects that are 
very difficult to set up without its involvement and allows developing cluster policies. In the 
meantime, the cluster management will support the region/state in the decision-making of 
its innovation and industrial policy. This relation is one of the most difficult to establish, but 
the most important because of favorable framework conditions and initial funding on which 
the cluster relies.
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Secondary mission: Networking between stakeholders
The different stakeholders have access to an important network in their field by being involved 
in such a structure. They are implicated in the same projects and have the same goal and 
provide an added value through their complementarity, but still are in strong competition. The 
three stakeholders are linked together thanks to the cluster were they are active in. We have 
the three linkages:

Networking between stakeholders
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• Academia - Industry
Academia provides innovations and inventions to the industry. The projects cover product 
innovation as well as process innovation. A push technology and pull technology approach 
has to be identified in the innovation lifecycle. The access to a knowledge/competences atlas 
is suggested to encourage interaction between them. Also, gathering in order to build research 
projects is highly indicated as well as creating a real and strong community of interest.	

• Industry - Region/State
The Region/State is directly and indirectly involved in every project through the fact that it is the 
most important policy maker. By putting in place an “economics observatory” at a local and 
regional level this will encourage the high level exchanges and create a club of the main actors.

• Region/State - Academia (and all R&D&training bodies)
The research entities need their region/state support (financing etc.). The goal is here to 
create high level exchanges in a systematic way.

Third mission: Networking inside each stakeholder group	
To be able to manage the networking inside the stakeholder groups, there is a need to provoke 
specific actions that would lead to generate interactions between these actors of the same 
category. Those direct interactions between members of the same group will in some cases 
occur automatically as a result of the two previous missions. For instance:	

• The cooperation between industry and academia can contribute to the creation of small 
consortiums of industrial entities that have common needs in terms of research training and 
recruitment

• In other cases, funding opportunities created by region/state in favour of the industry, can 
aggregate R&D consortium made by SMEs and large enterprises, and also can aggregate 
companies that are partially competing in their specific business/sector.	
It should be anyway forecasted by cluster managers to create specific moments (seminars,	
workshops) that will bring together industrial players having common interest and perhaps 	
complementary competencies to encourage their cooperation.

Figure : Networking inside each stakeholder group
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For YOUR MEMBERS ONLY?
Of course cluster networking must be widely open to 
involve new partners and external entities:	
• Networking can be the way to involve new partners 
and start external collaborations that can be beneficial 
for the cluster
• The cluster external cooperation with other clusters 
(transnational cooperation) through systemic networking 
have an important added value for the members and 
non-members of a cluster	
• A system which offers strong collaboration and open 
the networking activity to external actors attracts new 
entities to become members of the cluster.

You have to pay attention to some risks while you try 
to setup networking strategies inside and outside your 
cluster:
• Is the networking following a specific strategy? Do 
not perform your networking randomly and without 
clear strategy!
• You have to be careful to include the right actors and 
be sure to include the essential actors!	
• In your relationships do not give exclusivity to 
companies/universities: if you have a privileged 
relationship (when a company/institution says “I adhere 
but I want to be the only member working in this 
field…”) you’ll also have some potential partner that 
will feel “excluded” and will perhaps play against the 
cluster!!!
• When you create networking events it is important 
to have win-win situations for all actors!

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:
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2
INNOVATION
BY COOPERATION

Plastipolis (FR)
www.plastipolis.fr

Author(s)

The chapter explains the importance of collaborative R&D and technology transfer projects 
for clusters and their members and provide guidelines and recommendation for their building 
and management.

Chapter goals:
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
	1) Cooperation appears in different forms in the 

clusters, but one of the main challenges is to help 
cluster members to increase their competitiveness.		

2) Companies work by themselves on their own 
R&D topics. The cluster is there to propose them new 
innovation paths: collaborative R&D and technology 
transfer is one of these ways.	

3) Companies are used to collaborate with other 
companies or academic partners, but clusters bring a 
wider way to this collaboration. Indeed, clusters, through 
their focus (market, technology), their network 
(companies, universities and labs, funding and 
governmental partners), and their skills in project set-
up, offer to their members very efficient collaborative 
activities. These collaborative activities will bring 
innovation to their members and so competitiveness.		

4) In the frame of collaborative and technology 
transfer projects, in addition to new technologies, 
processes, materials, management and innovation 
schemes, cluster members can also find new partners 
for R&D or business, from national to European scale.		

5) The public funding is also important: collaborative 
projects enters, very often, in a funding frame, at 
regional, national or European scale, which allows 
companies to share the risks due to the R&D and 
innovation activities.

2.1 Collaborative projects building
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“It should be clear that clusters represent a combination of 
competition and cooperation. Vigorous competition occurs in 
winning customers and retaining them. Because of the presence 
of multiple rivals and strong incentives, the intensity of 
competition among clusters often is accentuated. Yet 
cooperation must occur in a variety of areas I have identified. 
Much of it is vertical (buyer-supplier), with related industries, 
and with local institutions. Competition and cooperation can 
coexist because they are on different dimensions or because 
cooperation at some levels is part of winning the competition 
at other levels.” (1).
This quotation, from Michael Porter, the cluster model initiator, 
well describes the importance of cooperation activities for 
clusters and their members.
The present chapter will show the importance of collaborative 
R&D and technology transfer projects.

WHAT is it about?

Initiation of collaborative R&D projects
In order to initiate collaborative R&D projects, different actions are needed. To start, a good 
knowledge of clusters’ members is essential, in order to guide them in the good way to a 
project. This knowledge must be both on the members’ activities and on their economic 
situation:
• a good knowledge of the technology level of each member will allow to guide the 
member toward the suitable project “topics”;
• a good view on the economic size and situation of the member will permit to know to 
which kind of call the member could claim (regional, national or European scale).		

The cluster management normally uses its typical networking activities to initiate and foster the 
set-up of collaborative projects. Networking though the organization of workshops and events 
(on technological topics around the cluster’s areas of development) will create a convergence 
of discussion on a specific topic, bringing skills and competences in the dialogue, permitting also 
to members to know each other and to find common interests/activities and possible cooperation.
In addition, cluster management should also perform a technology survey which should bring cutting 
edge topics in which members could be interested.
The survey has to be focused:
• on technologies and should highlight key technologies to develop (Key enabling technologies, KET)
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• on markets, in order to take in account the trends 
and the potential business opportunities
In this frame, cluster’s management team and 
members will start to have good overview of the 
most promising trends and business opportunities 
and therefore can forecast a commitment on their 
future R&D activities.
It is a good practice to offer companies and R&D 
bodies funding or financing opportunities to finance 
their activities. To do so, the Cluster management 
team must be perfectly aware of the different 
calls for projects that are available at regional, 
national and European level.
By following all these first recommendations, the 
initiation of collaborative R&D projects will be easier.	

Additional actions could help members and cluster management team to initiate collaborative 
projects:
• creation of a committee of experts (scientific experts), from universities, R&D centers, and 
companies (e.g. R&D directors), with significant experience in R&D, and representing the 
different technology areas of the cluster. This high level is needed in order to discuss about 
the technology orientation of the cluster, and to evaluate the different project proposals before 
submitting them, to offer the best chance of success. This kind of committee should possibly 
meet monthly or quarterly.
• create a cooperation framework, gathering different clusters under same topics, in order to 
encourage the SMEs to get involved in European projects. This framework will allow organizing 
workshops and brokerage events to inform companies on the different European calls, to 
diagnose SMEs and their possibility to get involved in a European project and on which call 
(Interreg, Eurostars, Horizon 2020…), and to support them during the seeking of partners and 
the writing of the proposal.
• Participate as a cluster to European projects to obtain a good cluster’s visibility to its activities 
and enhances its European network for future collaborations.	
• Represent the cluster during trade fair and exhibitions. Indeed, this type of events offer good 
occasions to communicate on its activities and the activities of its members, to show the 
projects activities through flyers or banners, and it is a good meeting location to create new 
relationships in order to build up projects.

Project proposal building
Note: Industrial projects that do not require public incentives require different steps for their 
development, which is also quicker. Here we’ll concentrate on R&D projects that require public 
funding and/or financing.

Once the project is initiated, the real project building activity can start.	
Different actions will be performed, in order to write a good and successful proposal, which 
will take into account every critical point, in order to have a strong and clear proposal.	
Actions must consider different key points of a project, which are the following:	
• the project topic definition: it must be well defined, according to the specific “call for
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The project building activity should involve different 
players, in order to have all the competencies and 
information needed. Furthermore, the cooperation or/and 
technology transfer task needs to gather all players in 
the project building.	
The role of the cluster management team is 
essential: as general coordinator, making use of its 
experience and competencies, the management team 
should direct all project writing activities.	
However, the set-up of the project must be driven 
by the partners of the project, who will be the real 
actors of the project: in such way the proposal will take 
into account all partners expectations and needs, and 
will be near enough to skills and competences of the 
partners.
A third party, consultant or consultancy firms 
dedicated to project proposal writing and project 
management, can also be involved and will have a 
managing role in the project building. Indeed, this kind 
of subcontracting partner for the building of the project 
can help to set-up and write the proposal of the project. 
These kinds of partners will manage the timeline of the 
project setting, the inputs needed, and all the 
contractual/administrative parts of the proposal.

WHO should manage all this?

projects”, and according the real needs and expectations of each project partner (new 
technology, new business, optimization…).
• the project consortium set-up: a very important point, consortium must be well balanced 
and must have all the competencies and skills needed for the achievement of the project, in 
good conditions, and with successful outputs.
• the project call selection: call must be selected from the available panel of calls, from 
regional, national, to European level. This selection will determinate the project building and 
the way to manage the project, from technical part to administrative and financial part.
• The project proposal writing is for sure a critical point. The document will be evaluated by 
experts and hopefully selected for funding. This document must be written very carefully, taking 
into account all recommendations according to the call and with the participation of the whole 
consortium in order to have the most precise and understandable document as possible. The 
submission must be followed with great attention in order to avoid any delay and trouble.
• The “lobbying” phase can be done at different levels according to the call. Lobbying can 
be very useful to present the positive features of a project, or its relevance for the cluster. This 
activity is normally performed by cluster management team.
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As presented previously, the cluster management must think about the following steps in order 
to initiate a project:

Knowledge of the members: the cluster management team must know all its members to 
be able to create fast link between a project suggestion or an idea, and the members which 
will have the competencies and the skills to work on this potential project. A second point is 
the knowledge of the company’s interest in specific topics, in order to “go” directly to the 
interested companies and reduce the partners seeking time. The last point, is also the knowledge 
of the member’s potential to take part in a project, its resources (economic or human resources).

Knowledge of the different funding schemes: the cluster management needs to have good 
information on the different project calls at regional, national or European scale. In this respect, 
cluster managers need to know the topics of the call, the timeline of the call, or the expectation 
of the evaluation board, in terms of proposal and consortium. Each cluster should have some 
kind of “call watch”.	

Market and technology watch: in order to well orientate the partner and to propose the 
good topics for project building, cluster management team must be aware of the latest news 
and information about its specific technological field, with surveys about technologies and 
patents, and information about markets opportunities that are linked to these technologies. 
Furthermore, this watch/survey should be disseminated to members, in order to “inspire” 
them, and to stimulate their will of innovation.

Stay in close contact with members: in order to involve cluster members in new projects, 
a close contact with them must be maintained, through different ways. The organization of 
cluster workshops or events is a good opportunity to gather members and to discuss with 
them about potential projects. Another possibility is the direct contact, a visit or a phone call, 
to keep the member informed about the possibilities offered by the cluster. This kind of contact 
also permits to diagnose the potential of the member to enter a project.	

Organize cluster events to foster partner collaboration: the organization of cluster 
networking events or workshops is also a very good opportunity to create link and exchange 
between members. This can initiate business relationships and project building on a shared 
thematic.

Stay in close contact with external partners: in the frame of the various exchange programs 
the cluster has a good opportunity to be in touch with other clusters and partners at national 
and European scale. This is a very good opportunity to stay informed about the activities of 
these clusters and to build projects together with their members. This collaboration between 
clusters and other partners can be initiated during cooperation projects, meetings at fairs or 
brokerage events.

HOW do I manage these activities?
Organization/Economical aspects

1. Initiation of the project
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Define the project objectives and competences needed: in order to write a strong proposal, 
the cluster manager must preliminary discuss the project idea. This will allow to refine the area of 
the project, the technologies and skills needed, the state of art. This step which could be started 
by phone or email, will allow cluster management to know if the project has potential, if it is focused 
inside the cluster pathways, and if it has good potential for being selected and funded.	

Define the call for the project: this step is very important because it will determine the way 
to build the project proposal, the type of funding and the type of partners. Indeed, the calls 
at regional level are different to the one at national or at European scale, and require different 
types of proposals and partnership. These steps must be well discussed with the members, 
in order to well understand and evaluate the project partners goals.	
Define the project consortium: good complementarities are needed in order to have an 
efficient consortium. Also, a well-balanced set of partner is needed in terms of R&D and 
Academic partners, SMEs and Large companies, depending of the type of call.	

Define if a consultancy service is needed: the cluster management, with its diverse and 
parallel tasks to perform, normally cannot perform the project writing activities. In some cases 
companies and R&D bodies are well equipped with the right skills to write a project, in other 
cases it is useful for the cluster management team to have good contacts with consultancy 
companies - specialised in projects writing - that can be proposed to project partners.	

Define the state of art: in order to build the project, after the creation of a first consortium 
“draft” (which can still evolve if needed), the partners of this consortium have to think about 
the project aim, what already exist, and how they will reach the objective of the project. This 
task will give the orientation of the project and will allow avoiding any work already done.

Define the work packages and the timeline: the definition of work packages is a very 
important task which will ease the comprehension of the project, will give a timeline to the 
project, will ease the comprehension of the partner role and drive their actions.	

Submit the proposal to an expert committee, if applicable: this point is not compulsory, but 
in the frame of some calls and difficult project buildings, the expert committee can bring help 
to the cluster management in the comprehension of the project and advices or recommendations 
to the partners for the project building. Furthermore the expert group will show the relevance 
of the project in the cluster strategy, and can highlight the weak points of the proposal.	

Innovation process for 
collaborative project 
building:

2. Proposal building
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The project building activity is normally proposed by 
clusters to their members.

Nevertheless, participation to R&D projects is in some 
cases a good reason for new members to join the 
cluster, so it is wise to open the activity also to new 
potential members.

In addition we should note that:

• cooperation or technology transfer project imply to 
have several partners, and in order to propose successful 
projects, clusters can not only limit the project building 
to their members, if some competencies are not available 
in the pool of members.	

• the cooperation between clusters and between other 
organizations implies also to involve new partners 
selected outside the members pool.

For YOUR MEMBERS ONLY?

!! Evaluation of the potential of members - Cluster 
members and especially SMEs have to be well known 
by the cluster to avoid misunderstandings!	

!! The cluster management team has to present in the 
clearest way R&D project features, duties and roles, 
and the time needed for the members, and to explain 
the commitment such projects imply!

!! Intellectual Property (IP) and grant or consortium 
agreement - This matter (better described in the 2.2. 
chapter) has to be considered a critical point. Indeed, 
the repartition of the IP produced during the project is 
very important, and should be regulated in the 
consortium agreement, which will secure all 
administrative and financial points of the project. This 
should be followed with care, by all partners, during 
the writing and before the signature of the grant or 
consortium agreement, to avoid potential problems 
and weaknesses in the project management.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:



BE
ST

 
PR

AC
TI

CE Involvement 
of members 
in cluster life

Since the creation of Plastipolis in 2005, the cluster tries to involve as much as possible its members 
in the cluster strategy building, in the projects selection, and in the networking activities. This involvement 
aims to improve the knowledge of Plastipolis’ members in order to catch their needs and to structure 
the cluster activities on their interests.
Furthermore the involvement of members in the cluster life also helps them to be aware of Plastipolis’ 
offered services.

In order to involve Plastipolis’ members in the cluster life, different actions are proposed:	
• Technological workshops on a specific topic
• Euromatière Project framework: encourage the participation of SMEs in European collaborative projects. 
Workshops organized on a specific call for projects, company visits
• Get-together on Plastipolis technological areas of development
• Organization of a Plastipolis Forum on a two years basis
• Involvement of expert members in a scientific committee with the aim to evaluate and select innovative 
projects to submit and to build a cluster strategy.

General description:

1) Forum Plastipolis in September 2012: 2 days with more than 200 participants, with the involvement 
of national and European speakers
2) Euromatière:
• Workshops: 6 in 2011 and 2 in 2012
• European projects submitted: 8 in 2011, 6 in 2012
3) The scientific committee met approximately every 2 months, and labeled projects before submission
• 2011: 14 national projects submitted, 7 project funded
• 2012: 11 national projects submitted, 7 project funded (for the first call of 2012), 11 national project 
submitted (for the second call), waiting for results
4) Organization of 5 meetings on Plastipolis technological development areas, with an average of 29 
participants per meeting

Generated impacts:

The involvement of the cluster in such projects offers different advantages:
• it creates a network across the project partners, which can be solicited for the next calls and
• it creates experience in the project building and management. This experience can be shared between 
cluster members.

Relevance for cluster strategies 
Contribution to cluster development (and sustainability of cluster):
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One of the clusters’ most important role is to support their members in their innovation activities. This 
support can be given through the help to build a collaborative or technology transfer project. This is 
one of the main activities of Plastipolis, and in order to help its members, Plastipolis has a specific 
approach.

These activities, among others, are:

• Advices from the cluster team regarding the technical or market orientation of the project
• Support in the search for partners (companies, laboratories, institutions, financing)
• Support in terms of intellectual and industrial property:		

- Legal aid and tools		
- Specific training with INPI (National Institute for Industrial Property)		
- Financing partly consulting fees

• Analysis of projects for labeling by an expert committee
• Support for presenting the project to financing authorities

The approach followed by Plastipolis gathers the different steps to build a project, from the idea to the 
submission of the proposal to funding agencies. Each step is divided in specific actions and Plastipolis 
defines for each action the documents needed (e.g. confidentiality agreement, internal Plastipolis 
document), the information to disseminate to cluster management, companies, or funding agencies. 
The validation of these different actions will allow continuing on the next step, and avoiding missing 
an important actions or document.

General description:

Since the creation of the cluster in 2005, more than 80 national projects and more than 20 European 
projects were funded.

Generated impacts:

BE
ST

 
PR

AC
TI

CE Support of the cluster 
in the project building 
process
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
	1) Intellectual property protection is a key matter 

for 	innovative industries and research organizations.		

2) innovation has to be protected and valorised 
in order to obtain a real and durable industry 
competitiveness	

3) IP is also a measurement unit to evaluate the 
value of a partner, its activities and its skills and 
competences in a domain and can also give good 
overview of the competitors’ experiences and 
capabilities	

4) IP and its valorization are success indicators 
for the cluster and creator of added-value for their 
members.

2.2 IP and Valorization

Plastipolis (FR)
www.plastipolis.fr

Author(s)

The chapter explains the importance of the intellectual property (IP) and the valorisation of 
the project results and provide guidelines and recommendations.

Chapter goals:
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IP protection matters must be well evaluated in the 
frame of collaborative R&D and technology transfer 
projects:	
• IP plays a high role in the project building, during the 
project and at its end
• during the set-up of the project, all partners have to 
define what IP will be brought into the project, which 
kind of IP will outcome from the project, and which IP 
already exist on the project topics, in order to manage 
the risks resulting from IP (conflicts between partners, 
innovative process or product already protected…).
• clusters and their members must well consider the 
IP topic and must take in account all the issues resulting 
from IP, and how to manage them.	
• during the project building, partners and cluster 
management team should analyse what are the potential 
outputs of the project and added-values which will be 
created (products, new processes, jobs, turnover increase…).
• Intellectual property protection is a very important 
task in a 	collaborative project. IP produced during the 
project can cause conflicts during and at the end of 
the project and IP 	protection must be well defined in 
the grant or consortium agreement.

The cluster management should organise workshops 
about IP protection inviting key players such as lawyers, 
organizations.
In order to avoid any issue on the IP during and after 
the end of the project, a watch on national and 
international patents released is needed, in order to 
find if there is an anteriority of the patents.
A reporting of IP produced during the project is also 
very useful and important as indicator of project success.

WHAT is it about?

The cluster management team should acquire at least some basic experience on IP matters, 
about funding opportunities for IP and create a network with patents experts and IP specialised 
consultants. Cluster managers should reach a knowledge of the matter and be able to give 
a general advice but it is not suggestible to offer more than that. IP activities (patenting, 
licensing etc) are very delicate and complex matters and require a specific high level competence.	

Consultants will then offer their advice to managers working in each company or R&D body 
participating to R&D projects: these managers are in fact the most relevant persons and their 
work will be at the core of IP and valorization.

WHO should manage all this?
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1. Before project building (general plus activities)
Organize workshops on IP and valorization: the cluster management team can organize 
one or several workshops dealing with IP, inviting IP national agency representatives, consulting 
offices specialized on intellectual and industrial protection, successful members in the IP 
and/or valorization, funding agencies, or private investors (venture capital office…). This kind 
of workshops should be as much interactive as possible (case studies etc).	

Provide patent watch: Regarding the technological survey that cluster management normally 
performs (see previous chapter 2.1) the cluster could also consider a survey on specific topics 
which are at the core of the cluster technologies: relevant patent releases, get access to patent 
databases and have a global inventory of existing patents. This activity is normally subcontracted 
to specialised consultants.

2. During the project building
Search for patents in the field of the project: Before starting the writing of a project, the 
state of the art will allow to know if the subject of the project has been already studied and 
if patents were registered. This task can be performed by project partners but also by the 
cluster management team (directly or via consulting bodies) thanks to patent research tools. 
This (very important) activity can bring a good state of the art and can avoid conflicts with 
other bodies which have already worked and patented solutions on the subject.	

Set-up a consortium agreement - This agreement will provide all the information regarding 
the administrative and legal tasks of the project, the rights and the duties of the partners. IP 
and the use of results will be also defined in this document, and this point must be very clear 
and without any ambiguity in the ownership of results and IP at the end of the project.	

3. After the end of the project
Organize in the frame of cluster event (workshops, exhibitions, etc) dissemination on

HOW do I manage these activities?
Organisation/Economical aspects
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project results - This activity will provide to members an overview of what is possible to do 
in collaborative projects. It will allow to partners of the project to introduce their results and 
possibly to find new business partners interested in the project results.	

Create an investment fund and/or network - It can be very useful - especially for Smes 
members - to get some advice or help if they have difficulties to industrialize their solutions, 
or to create business with projects results. An investment fund, or network, could offer to 
cluster members the possibility to find financial and competence help and advices for the 
commercialisation of their R&D results. This fund or network can gather investors and investment 
fund, such as banks, venture capitalists or business angels, regional funding agencies, which 
can create a fund to support IP capitalisation. The network could also provide help to researchers 
that would create a start-up based on projects results.

Evaluate results of projects - One of the tasks of cluster management is also to evaluate 
projects results. This activity is based on the relevant data collection: IP, products/services 
originated, jobs created. This will allow to evaluate the performance of the project and also 
to create a benchmarking between cluster projects, outlining good practices.

In principle this activity is mainly focused on cluster 
members. But as we said R&D projects frequently 
involve new partners which are not yet members but 
may decide to join the cluster.

For YOUR MEMBERS ONLY?

!! Pay attention to the grant or consortium agreement 
- A poor grant agreement can create a lot of problems 
during the projects.

!! Maximum attention to the state of the art - a good 
state of the art and especially the patent watch will 
enable to know if the project will be really innovative 
and also will allow to avoid IP conflicts with external 
organizations which could claim the results of the 
project because this topic has already been studied.

!! Disseminate well.. and at the right time! dissemination 
must follow a plan and must be agreed by the entire 
consortium in order to avoid spreading confidential 
results.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:
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One of the most important services offered to cluster members is the information about all issues raised 
by the IP and the valorization. Plastipolis works on this point since its beginning and tries to offer a 
good overview on IP and valorization to their members.
Indeed, Plastipolis provides different services to its members regarding IP:
• Workshops organized by the cluster to protect innovation: “Stimulate, protect and finance your 
innovation”, workshops with INPI and specialized lawyers on industrial property	
• Watch on partners’ patents and partnerships with universities
• Technology and Patent watch newsletters for members Plastipolis also tries to use its experience and 
members’ experiences, in order to propose best practices on IP and valorization:	
• Promotion of existing innovations: during our forum, space dedicated to innovation for companies
• Projects dissemination: for instance Project ConPromi at the Micronora convention; Emabio presentation 
during technological get together or forums
• Patents realized during collaborative projects presented in our benchmark	

These different actions offer to Plastipolis members great information about IP and valorization, but 
also help the cluster to find which are the best practices regarding these topics, in a reverse approach.

General description:

Since 2006, Plastipolis members have submitted more than 400 patents, about 50 only during 2012.

Relevance for cluster strategies - Contribution to cluster development (and sustainability of cluster):

These actions enforce Plastipolis skills in the frame of IP and valorization, but also in its member’s 
strategy and activities. Indeed, this permanent watch regarding patents offers to Plastipolis a good 
portfolio of existing technologies which are developed by members and so an overview of members’ 
competences. This watch, which is not only focused on cluster members, also gives an overview of 
what are the patents exiting worldwide and which are the technology trends. This study can give a good 
feedback for the cluster strategy and, last but not the least, Plastipolis earns experience in the frame 
of IP and valorization and can more efficiently help its members.

Generated impacts:
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3
HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT
COMPETENCE BUILDING
RECRUITMENT SERVICES

To explain importance and supply general guidelines for building and managing human 
resources (HR) services in your cluster. This includes:
• Collection of needs in terms of human resources
• Organization of training and other HR development activities/events
• Organization of recruitment services for members.

Chapter goals:

Proplast (IT)
www.proplast.it
Palstics Academy (IT)
www.plasticsacademy.it

Author(s)

PLASTICS
ACADEMY
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
	1) Human resources are becoming a critical 

aspect for all companies that are investing in new 
technologies and that are trying to increase their 
competitiveness in today industrial world.		

2) Despite high unemployment rates in EU countries, 
it is difficult to find highly skilled and well trained 
people able to cover in an proper way some key 
positions inside the enterprises.	

3) Single companies, especially SMEs, cannot 
afford to build significant/projects to build their 
employees competencies.	

4) Training and recruitment activities can contribute 
to fidelisation of members, as it is important for them 
to have direct access and priority for the recruitment 
of skilled students and collaborators (this apply 
not only to students but also to collaborators hired 
from an other company).	

5) The organization of training activities can be 
a good occasion of networking with training bodies 
to involve them in the cluster, and orientate their work.			

6) In many cases, SMEs cannot manage 
recruitment internally and generic private/public 
recruitment services are not effective (because not 
specialized on the cluster disciplines).
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Collection of companies’ needs in terms of human 
resources skills
In this area, cluster managers should perform activities on a 
periodical (annual o biennial) basis, in order to collect their 
members needs in terms of:
• Needs of recruitment of skilled workers
• Needs in terms of basic and specialized skills	
• Development of training for in-service staff	
• Development of vocational training activities (for students)
• Development of activities of promotion in schools at various 
levels, to generate interest toward the cluster’s “occupational” 
potential
• Development of activities of promotion by the cluster 
members (specific open doors for young people with practical 
activities).	

The work should be based on a deep understanding of the 
existing gap between the companies needs and the 
“offer” of workers:
• in most cases, the students finishing their studies have 
good basic skills but they are not specialized enough, 
so they would need some final specialization before 
entering an industrial context.
• in other cases, the “in service” employees are not enough 
trained and they lack a knowledge of the technologies 
and principles that are used in their company.

WHAT is it about?

Understanding 
the needs

Evaluating the 
knowledge gap

Designing the 
activites to cover 
the gap

Managing 
the activities

• what position do 
you need to cover in 
the next 6-24 
months?

• What new skills on 
specific technologies 
do you need in the 
next 6-24monts?

• What is possible to 
find in terms of skills 
in the labour market? 
Locally, nationally, 
internationally

• What do the 
“partially skilled” 
workers miss in terms 
of knowledge?

• How long does it 
take to give the 
missing knowledge?

• Who can offer such 
training?

• What is the ideal 
path to follow?

• How to implement 
the activity

• Realization of 
courses etc

• Placement

Overall scheme for training set-up



Organization of training and other HR development activities/events - 
networking with other stakeholders (university, training centers)
Once collected the needs, it is good practice to:
1) Prioritise in terms of:
• Numbers: how many students should I train? what project can give more positive impact?
• Urgency: what is more urgent? what can I do quicker?
• Feasibility: what project are realistic (feasible) and what are very difficult to manage?
2) Find partners when possible: for the training activities - whenever possible - it is a good 
solution to involve training institutions and training bodies in your cluster (cluster members 
or not). This will create a good cooperation climate and avoid overlapping of activities. But 
normally the cluster manager cannot think that training institution will do all the work: it is 
fundamental to follow step by step the activities, supplying assistance for tutoring, selection 
of students, placement of students. In most cases these cluster activities will not be paid, but 
guarantee to reach good results and will show members the important role of the Cluster 
management body.
3) Do it yourself if partners are not available: in some cases, it is not easy to find a good 
specialized training institution able to perform training (especially for workers, it is normally 
easier for vocational training for students). In this case it is possible to open an internal “Cluster 
school”, with the goal to organize short term courses with specific goals. These activities 
should have a variable cost concept, as teachers could be selected and engaged on demand.
4) Choosing right teachers/specialists: for specialistic training, it is very important to choose 
teachers by making a perfect mix of academic/industrial skills. Normally, it is much better to 
choose “industrial” teachers for those subjects that are more practical (technologies, production 
management, marketing etc).and “academic” professors for the more theoretical disciplines.

Organization of recruitment services for 
members
This activity is not frequently performed by Cluster 
management bodies but it can be an ideal complement 
of other Cluster activities.
Some big companies do have very good internal 
recruiting capabilities, but we cannot say the same for 
SMEs, and for this reason this can be part of those 
typical “centralized services” that are better 
performed by the Cluster managers. A similar 
centralized service can make the difference in 
comparison with recruiting services on the market as 
it can be, or it must be, extremely specialized: the 
cluster recruiting specialists will understand better and 
shortly the exact company requirements, and will also 
be able to test the previous experiences of candidates 
(also including practical evaluation sessions of the 
candidates).	
In some cases the cluster can become the ONLY 
source of new employees of a company.
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This activities could be managed by involving third parties (some training/recruitment bodies), 
and in this way - with a good networking activity - some effective results could be obtained.
If this is not possible, the Cluster Management body should create internal activites to reach 
the goal. As always, special attention should be paid when choosing the right managers: the 
ideal profile of training and recruitment responsible can vary but in principle:

WHO should manage all this?

An engineer with a specific 
knowledge (specific studies) 
of the cluster technical 
subject, with a strong 
interest in managing 
complex training projects 
is the ideal candidate

1st profile
Training analysts and designer
A graduated with a specific knowledge on the cluster technologies 
is the ideal candidate. Previous industrial experience is welcomed 
but not essential if the candidate shows acute perspicacity of the 
industrial environment.
The role requires:
• the analysis of needs
• training courses design
• organization of training activites

2nd profile
Event organizer, event planner
The position can be covered by somebody with high organizational 
and simple problem solving capabilities, precision.
The role requires:
• practical organization
• marketing and promotion
• inscription collection
• administration of payments/inscriptions

Psychologist (or a manager 
with specific similar studies) 
should be involved in the 
recruitment of HR.
Additional staff could be 
selected with some 
specified characteristics

1st profile
Recruitment specialist
Some specific studies for evaluation of candidates is required. A degree 
in psychology il normally the right background. As an alternative, some 
specific pluri-annual on the job experience.
It is required a good knowledge in the field of:
• Skills evaluation, Potential evaluation, use of tests
• Analysis of positions, analysis and balance of competencies

Assistant
The position can be covered by somebody with high organizational 
capabilities, precision, natural and empathic communication skills.
Computer and IT skills are welcomed.
The role requires:
• practical organization of interviews,
• management of CV databases
• administration of offers and payments

TRAINING

RECRUITMENT
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They are normally financed in several ways (see table 
below).
In principle the use of membership fees to pay training 
should be avoided, as training activites can usually 
raise funding in various ways.
It is quite frequent to sell training at discounted price 
(30-50% discount) to members, so that they can accept 
to pay for it, get the training immediately and without 
the burocracy of funded schemes.
The same for recruitment, it should be paid, but at 
discounted price for members (30-50%).

HOW do I manage these activities?
Organization/Economical aspects
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EU/state/regional/province public funding. 
ESF is the typical source of this kind of 
funding

YES, 
very frequent

YES Can be used in 
some cases, 
normaly requires 
burocracy and long 
approval periods

NO

Paid by people (attendees/users) ONLY for master 
courses the students 
are normally 
investing some of 
their money, in a few 
cases this is enough 
to pay all expenses

Normally NOT Normally NOT

Paid by companies (after invoicing) In some cases it is 
possible to ask 
companies for 
scholarships, or to 
pay fees if they want 
to employ students 
at the end of the 
course

YES, this is the 
typical alternative to 
public funding

YES
BEST solution

Inter-professional funds: these are specific 
budgets that are paid by enterprises (in 
percentage on the labour cost) and that 
can be claimed to manage specific 
company or intercompany activities. 
These Funds vary from state to state

NO YES, very typical in 
several countries 
(France, …)

NO

Temporary work professional funds: these 
are specific budgets that are paid by 
temporary job companies (in percentage 
on the labour cost) and that can be 
claimed to manage specific training 
activities in favour of temporary workers. 
These Funds vary from state to state

YES, this can be 
used in some 
countries

YES, very typical in 
several countries 
(Italy, …)

NO

Specific budgets made available by some 
of the cluster members (on specific 
projects)

YES, but only when 
companies have a 
strong need of 
selected students

YES, if there is a 
strong interest of a 
high number of 
members

Normally NOT

Membership fees from Cluster members 
(cluster managers decide to divert some 
of the membership fees into this activities)

YES, membership 
fees can be used for 
some specific 
fundamental 
activities , this is of 
course subtracting 
money for other 
institutional activities

YES YES, some parts of 
the staff costs can 
be paid

Sources of funding Specialization 
courses for students

Continuous 
training for workers

Recruitment 
activities
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Training activities, the placement activity, the recruiting 
activities are normally open to all companies, but 
members should get discounts and clear priority.

For YOUR MEMBERS ONLY?

!! Training activities with students may generate 
problems in the placement: in some cases more 
companies would like to offer a job to the same 
student and this may lead to difficult situations to 
manage. As a general rule, try to play always with the 
maximum transparence with members.

!! Recruitement services within a cluster must be 
managed in a way to avoid swapping of workers 
from one member to the other. This may result in a 
very bad member feeling. As a general rule, DO AVOID 
to offer a worker of one member to another member; 
in some only specific cases, when it is clear that a 
company desires the outplacement of a worker, it is 
suggestable to offer such worker to another member.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:
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Best practice from Proplast, italian plastics cluster (based in Piedmont). Proplast created 
PLASTICS ACADEMY srl and manages under that name the training and recruitment services 
of the plastics cluster.

Proplast created in 2010 Plastics Academy srl, merging the employment agency Proplast Servizi and 
the training division of Proplast with the aims to create a system of HR management (training and 
recruitment).
Plastics Academy is i) the “place” where is possible to organize training opportunities and professional 
growth for human resources interested in technical roles in the plastics sector and ii) the best way to 
plan and manage human resources recruitment for Proplast members.
Training activities are planned and managed on the basis of the following principles:	
• Continuous monitoring of companies’ needs in term of HR recruitment
• Strong co-operation between training institutions and companies to plan and update all the courses and topics
• High quality training: professors and consultants with more than ten-years experience in plastics sector
• Overall excellence in training management and students’ placement
• Practical lessons in Proplast’s laboratories (characterization tests on materials and products, process 
optimization, extrusion, blow moulding, injection moulding and product engineering).

General description:

Specific training activities in 2012, for the plastic sector and at all levels:
1) Training modules for high schools: pilot project in the local high technical school
2) Courses for high school graduated and graduated people, 2 courses:
• Design expert 800 hours 14 students per year
• Master course in Plastics engineering: 900 hours, 15 students per year
3) Courses for people already working (continuous training) in the plastics sector: 35 modules, with a 
total of 220 attendees
4) Workshops, congresses and seminars (9 carried out in 2012, nearly 500 participants)

Generated impact:

BE
ST

 
PR
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CE Human resources 
services: 
training and recruitment

Plastics Academy employs 5 people, in 2012 has managed nearly 400.000 euros of training activities, 
with optimum profit margin, enabling cofinancing of other Proplast and Plastics Academy activities.
After a members’ satisfaction analysis, HR training and recruitment service activity has resulted as one 
of the most appreciated activities. HR activities are for many companies the main reason to be member 
of the cluster.

Relevance for cluster strategies 
Contribution to cluster development (and sustainability of cluster):
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4
INTERNATIONALISATION

Chemie-Cluster Bayern GmbH (DE)
www.chemiecluster-bayern.de
Meike Dlaboha, Daniel A. Gottschald

Author(s)

Explain importance and supply general guidelines for cluster internationalisation activities.

Chapter goals:
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
Some good reasons for cluster members to consider internationalisation:
In modern times, hardly any company can survive by just selling its products on local markets, 
or by buying all its raw materials just on local markets. The local markets are simply too small 
for highly specialized companies and the raw materials are either not available or, by far, too 
expensive. Henceforth, concentrating on a national market is simply not enough anymore.	
To support their competitiveness and economic growth, companies will have to choose, 
increasingly, the participation to export markets and expand their activities abroad. Mostly, 
all companies start to look for distribution channels, suppliers or costumers abroad.	
Studies, for example by Gerd Meier zu Köcker et al.7, showed that joining forces of complementary 
companies and institutions allows for innovation with great value-creation potential to be 
generated faster and more efficiently. Companies in transnational collaborations may take 
benefit from the rapid transnational transfer of both information and knowledge, and from 
mutual trust, and can acquire the potential to set the new standards in their field.	
Recent studies have confirmed the benefits of internationalisation support initiatives for 
companies. Many SMEs would not consider internationalisation without external support. This 
“additionality” effect fully justifies governmental intervention9, and thus the role of clusters.
In the cluster context, this implies that internationalisation depends on the ability of the cluster 
management to support the collective dynamic for the internationalisation development of its 
members. Indeed, different development strategies are possible and rely on the cluster 
environment.
The Cluster Manager Body (CMB) must ask the right questions, which allow the implementation 
of ad-hoc support actions to the internationalisation of its members. For instance, how to 
increase the business development opportunities through their presence at international 
market? The CMB analyses markets potential and proposes actions that can meet the needs 
of companies in accordance with the territorial ecosystem.
The TACTICS initiative within Pro Inno Europe published a Handbook on Cluster Internationalisation3 

in April 2012 with a lot of information, hints and suggestions especially dedicated to cluster 
managers and guiding them “through the ten steps of the Internationalisation Journey”.
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But how to find suitable partners abroad? This is 
certainly the biggest challenge. Trust, as we will see 
later, plays a crucial role. How to build up trust in 
relations? Firstly, by getting to know each other, by 
building relationships. But whom could be contacted 
in a foreign county?
Benefits for clusters and their members resulting 
from participation in cooperation public/ donor 
funded projects
Generally speaking, there are two possible ways for 
cluster members to internationalise:
• the traditional one: to find trade partners abroad 
along the value chain.	

• participating in international public/donor funded projects.
It is obvious how a participation in an international research project could support the 
internationalisation: by taking part in international R&D projects local companies will get to know 
some partners abroad who are working exactly in the same field. During the project runtime they 
will learn much about the particular expertise, the organisational structure, the commitment of 
the partners as well as cultural patterns. These partners could be Chambers of Commerce or 
Trade, universities, research institutes or companies of all sizes. Such contacts will facilitate the 
process of finding really suitable and trustworthy partners, either immediately in the project or 
by recommendation through the project partners.
Another possibility for a company to get in contact with potential partners abroad is to cooperate 
with the local cluster. If the local cluster has internationalized itself, if it already has established 
partnerships with other clusters abroad (among others, as a result from its participation in public/ 
donor funded projects), also the cluster’s domestic participants and the participants of the cluster 
abroad can be brought into contact. We will get back to that example later with further details.

An illustration in the TACTICS handbook1 shows the path to 
internationalisation as follows:
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Participation in the European funded programmes
If the cluster members address the cluster with questions regarding European funded research 
programs, it implies a lot of work to find out all details on the funding schemes, the particular 
regulations, on how to write a promising proposal and all the deadlines. Either an expert in 
this field responsible for all questions around European research funding could be installed 
in the cluster, or there is an opportunity to cooperate with the local networks the European 
Commission8 offers:
• The European Enterprise Network (EEN)4 offers support and guidance for SMEs all over 
Europe who are interested in research. This offer is free of costs.	
• The National Contact Points (NCP)5 also were established in all European countries. Their 
aim is to inform everybody, not only SMEs, on the European research funding. They also offer 
training courses, a telephone hotline and guidelines in local languages. Their experts can also 
be invited to give talks on cluster meetings, in order to inform the cluster members about the 
opportunities European funding offers. The NCP services are free of cost.	
• In addition, consultancies offering help in writing proposals or in project management can 
be found in many countries. Some of these companies are state-owned and don’t charge 
anything for their service, others are organized privately and might charge substantial amounts.
Gerd Meier zu Köcker et al.7 asked internationally acting networks on how they financed their 
international R&D cooperations, and it turned out that approx. 30% of the resources came 
in via the 6th/7th Framework Programme, 26% by national funding and approx. 20% by 
INTERREG and ERA-NET funding.
It is a general strategic decision whether to invest in an in-house expert on the field or to 
make use of the external experts already offered by the European Commission. As the 
Framework Program 7 ends in 2013, it is recommendable to reconsider the issue as soon 
as it becomes clearer what the next framework program, called “Horizon 2020”, will look like, 
which rules are to be obeyed, who is allowed to participate etc.

How to internationalize a cluster?
A point worth mentioning is that a strategy and an action plan are suggested: just to state 
that a cluster wants to internationalise is not enough. It is like anywhere in business, you need 
a strategy first: are my members interested? In which offers might they be interested? Do we 
want to focus on certain regions? Which regions? Do we want to focus on SMEs, on Chambers, 
on other clusters? How much money can we spend? What is possible with this amount of 
money? All these questions should be answered in advance. There should be a mechanism 
in place on identification of inbound (international cooperation requests) and outbound (own 
interests) needs and collection of feed-back on cluster support from the members.

WHAT is it about?
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If the cluster is going to internationalize itself, it will first of all need information on other clusters 
or similarly organized networks, i.e. the European scene. There is one initiative by the Center for 
Strategy and Competitiveness (CSC) at the Stockholm School of Economics: they offer an extensive 
data base with information on clusters, colleagues, topics, research activities through The Cluster 
Observatory. Information about other clusters in the target region can be found here.	

The internationalisation of clusters themselves is also strongly supported by the European 
Commission through several initiatives allowing for acquisition of additional funding and access 
to methodological support for respective activities.

The European Cluster Alliance2 and Pro Inno Europe3 were initiated to foster the cooperation 
between regional European clusters. Because Pro Inno Europe was financed within FP7, it 
ends in August 2013. It is not yet clear how the results will be followed up. The TACTICS 
project within Pro Inno Europe “gives an outlook on trends in cluster policy and provides a 
tool-box to policy makers and practitioners on how to better use clusters for economic 
development through a set of documents”3.

The EU funding possibilities for innovators and clusters are manifold and can be found in 
almost all support or funding schemes:
• Framework Programme (FP mainly for research);
• Competitiveness and Innovation Programme (CIP);
• Regional Policy for a balanced territorial development (ERDF &CF for economic activities);
• Social Policy for employment and social inclusion (ESF for human capital);
• Other policies: education, rural and coastal development;
• Regions for Economic Change Initiative (Interreg & Urbact);
• Networks of Research and Innovation (RIs) funded under FP7: especially promoting 
partnershipat strategic / operational level between national / regional / local authorities for 
relevant policies, and private sector (businesses) & civil society (associations).

The Practical guide to EU funding opportunities for research and innovation9 provides information 
on how the FP7, CIP and Structural Funds may be combined, and contains a checklist with 
6 steps that allows potential beneficiaries to identify under which programme they might be 
able to obtain EU funding for their research or innovation activities. The EU therefore fosters 
the interactions between innovation players within regions and clusters, and their opening up 
through initiatives such as the European Cluster Observatory1. It helps to identify regions with 
specialized clusters that might be interesting for those seeking cooperation partners for an 
innovation project.

For example, the EU fosters interaction and cooperation among innovation players, and aims 
to improve innovation support through regional policy programmes. One of such instruments 
is the Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme (CIP), which among others 
supports promoting international cluster activities in the CIP participating countries.	

Another example is the Interreg funding scheme. It supports innovation and the knowledge 
economy, environment and risk prevention. Thus, the programme aims to contribute to the 
economic modernization and competitiveness of Europe. Typical tools for exchange of experience
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are networking activities such as thematic workshops, seminars, conferences, surveys, and 
study visits. Project partners cooperate to identify and transfer good practices. Interreg has 
regional focus, e.g. with the “Alpine Space” or “Central Europe” programme. Especially its 
Priority 110 (Innovation and the knowledge economy) is of interest for clusters: Priority 1 and 
its sub-theme “Innovation, research and technological development” aim at enabling regional 
and local authorities, and other stakeholders at the regional level, to improve their policies, 
methods and capacities in the field of innovation and the knowledge economy, through the 
exchange and transfer of knowledge and experience between regions throughout the European 
Union, and the development of new policies and approaches. The ambition is also to pool 
expertise in order to increase the overall level of regions’ competitiveness in Europe.
The European Union motivates the development of regional strategies in this regard by a 
process of “smart specialization” (RIS3)11. To recover from the economic downturn, the EU 
has set up the ‘Innovation Union’ document published in October 2010. The focus is on 
investing in research, innovation and entrepreneurship in every EU Member State and region, 
so as to fully exploit Europe’s potential. The European Commission encourages national and 
regional authorities across Europe to draw up research and innovation strategies for smart 
specialisation, so that the EU’s Structural Funds can be used more efficiently and synergies 
between different EU, national and regional policies, as well as public and private investments, 
can be increased.

Smart specialisation means identifying the unique characteristics and assets of each country 
and region, highlighting each region’s competitive advantages, and rallying regional stakeholders 
and resources around an excellence-driven vision of their future. It also means strengthening 
regional innovation systems, maximising knowledge flows and spreading the benefits of 
innovation throughout the entire regional economy. The overall aim of the EU is to strengthen 
the European economy and innovation, but also to strengthen the cooperation amongst the 
members, to strengthen the regions and to foster traditionally strong fields of expertise in 
certain regional areas or areas of knowledge.

The EU gives as economic rational:
• rejuvenating traditional sectors through higher value-added activities and new market niches;
• modernizing by adopting and disseminating new technologies;
• diversifying technologically from existing specializations into related fields;
• developing new economic activities through radical technological change and breakthrough 
innovations; and
• exploiting new forms of innovation such as open and user-led innovation, social innovation 
and service innovation.

For a chemical or plastics cluster, RIS3 could mean the identification of global market 
potential for its local innovation capacity and the development of managed structures 
to address these markets by joint activities of industry and academia. Combining these 
regional strategies on an European level - e.g. by a global marketing mission of the 
Innovation Union - will be a vital chance to improve Europe’s competitiveness as an 
industrial site.
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Transfer of trust via cluster

In the section 1 of this chapter we have already mentioned the importance of trust in the 
process of internationalization.

As research shows, trust can be transferred from one organisational unit to another, and this 
is a very important service clusters could offer their members. Imagine a SME which wants 
to internationalize. If it is organized in a cluster, it trusts its cluster management. If the cluster 
management itself keeps a trusting contact to another cluster abroad the cluster can contact 
its counterparts abroad and ask them for recommendations of suitable partners for the SME. 
The cluster management abroad can search among its members for a potential partner. They 
know their members, their expertise and have a trusting contact with them as well.	

If now a cluster recommends one of its members to another cluster, it risks its own reputation 
to some extent: if the recommended company turns out to be betraying, the cluster itself would 
be offended. So the cluster will take care to recommend only reliable partners. If the company 
is aware that the cluster recommended it, it will feel bound not to disappoint the cluster. 
Therefore it will do its best for the new contact. The SME in your cluster can therefore be 
confident that the proposed partner was carefully selected and will do its best.	

As a result the trust was transferred via the relation between the two clusters, therefore the new 
established relation between the two companies can start from the beginning on a more solid 
basis and is founded on some basic trust. Such a starting point for a cooperation can save a 
lot of time and money, it gives the cooperation a real high start and offers best chances for a 
success story.
This is of course only possible if the clusters themselves are parts of international networks and 
have trusting relations and contacts to other cluster managers abroad.	
Another prerequisite is the good knowledge and trusting relation to the SMEs in the own cluster.

The transfer of trust can be illustrated as follows:

Intercultural dimension of trust and trust building
It is highly recommendable to get informed about the entire topic of intercultural communications. 
For clusters this means to offer intercultural trainings is something worth considering. Intercultural 
training can be offered in its “standard format”, but also in a form of “learning-on-the-job” 
by means of involvement of SMEs in the joint activities of the cluster on the global platform 
and providing to them accompanying coaching and briefing. SMEs with little international 
experience will in most cases not be aware of cultural differences, but their impact can be 
extremely important also in business relations. A training offer on this topic might thus be 
attractive for cluster members.
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It is essential to build up an interdisciplinary cluster teams with availability of in-depth technology 
skills. Ideally, cluster managers should be furthermore generalists, with excellent networking 
and facilitating skills as well as practical experience in initiation and moderation/ implementation 
of international collaborations. The cluster team is characterized also by its mobility. Managers 
should be attached to particular projects based on their individual characteristics and abilities.	

There also should be a certain level of flexibility at the operational level. The best level of 
performance can only be achieved by the cluster management which is able and entrusted 
to decide flexibly on the definition and realisation of activities at the operational level and, thus, 
be able to react flexibly on particular situations and arising needs.

WHO should manage all this?

Methods clusters could apply to internationalize their members

Cluster management should be able to draft an international, multi-dimensional business plan, 
which covers
• the cluster’s local innovation potential for global markets;
• global regions to be addressed by cluster internationalization;
• market segments to be addressed within these regions (it may be the same market segment, 
if the cluster is mainly looking for distribution channels or R&D partners for its members, but 
it may also be segments of industrial customers);
• key players to be addressed within these segments (another cluster, an industrial market 
leader, chamber of commerce etc).

A matrix created by these dimensions will show a good picture of the cluster’s international 
playground and help to set priorities when starting international activities.	

Development of a strategy

A cluster does not need an international strategy for the single purpose of just being 
internationalized. A cluster’s international strategy should be implemented into its general 
business plan, providing guidelines and tools to realize the cluster’s overall missions at an 
international scale. With other words, there should be a well-thought and functioning mechanism 
in place for operationalization of the strategy. There should be a mechanism in place on 
identification of inbound (international cooperation requests) and outbound (own interests) 
needs and collection of feed-back on cluster support from the members.	

A cluster’s motivation of going international may, for example, cover issues of	
• gaining additional market share for cluster members
• addressing technology partners of strategic importance
• attracting FDI for the cluster region
• initiating further domestic investment by involving global customers	
• enhancing the visibility of the region and the cluster members, i.e. to brand a region’s

HOW do I manage these activities?
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expertise in a specific knowledge sector or niche market.
The attraction of additional FDI may be important for improving both a cluster’s and a region’s 
competitiveness. Strong cluster economies, however, represent both inbound and outbound 
investments. So developing international competitiveness of clusters means creating attractiveness 
of their local sites for foreign investments, but also the development of a regional USP as a 
marketing tool, public structures supporting exports and efficient processes to present local 
innovations, including start-ups, on a global scale to key customer

Which measures would you like to offer?

Cluster management does not create any value added by acting as a travel agency. So the 
main work of cluster internationalization is not organizing travels and meetings, but to prepare 
concrete business cases and industrial matches in advance. After having pre-negotiated 
cooperation topics, travels and meetings then should be organized to be as efficient as possible.

At a stage of knowing the major project options abroad, measures may cover:	
• Organized travels to meet potential cooperation partners;
• Networking and organizing events;
• Trainings, qualifications;
• Helpdesk;
• Establishment of links to chambers of trade, crafts or industries, representatives in the policy 
arena (domestic/international);
• Specialized publications;
• Model contracts;
• Information sheets, knowledge data base;
• Virtual forums;
• Active help in searching further partners;
• Participation in fairs and trade shows;
• Set up an own subsidiary in target regions.

The next decision to be taken is how much money can be spent for internationalization. Of 
course the first steps like offering 3 hour trainings by the NCPs5 (National Contact Point for 
help in FP7) is not very costly. In case of having one delegate in a target region with an office, 
the costs rocket up. Joint cluster offices with local authorities could help to reduce expenses 
in this regard.

A promising approach is also to organize focused missions during which participants of your 
cluster can visit companies in the appropriate field of expertise abroad, meet CEOs there and 
make first contacts. General travels to fairs are not considered as equivalent, because the key 
issue is to make direct contacts to right and well selected potential partners and their CEOs. 
Here it is also advisable to organize these missions via the contacts to clusters abroad. They 
can recommend the most suitable members of their cluster. The effort is high especially for 
SMEs to join such a travel, and they should in the end consider the trip as effective.	
Of course also missions for foreign delegations who want to visit cluster members might be 
considered a good opportunity for cluster members to demonstrate their expertise, their facilities 
and their products to potential customers or coworkers. These missions also need to be well
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organized and are only useful if the managers of the participating companies from both sides 
participate.

The cluster might also consider implementing a subsidiary in the region. As this is very costly, 
it might be an option to hire a delegate jointly with other clusters, so that one representative 
can promote several topics in the target region, while sharing the costs. Here again the EEN4 

is worth mentioning: they offer, among others, several offices also in China and India as first 
contact points to the market.
To internationalize the cluster itself and to get in contact with other cluster managers from 
other European regions, it is recommendable to join cluster conferences, such as external 
events of inter-cluster cooperation projects, the Competitiveness Cluster Forum12 or the TCI 
conferences13.

Is it only for members or even for others?	
In most cases the clusters don’t want to become event 
managing organizations providing a wide training offer 
to a broad target group. In most cases they want to 
offer an added value to their members. However, 
sometimes such an offer could be open to a broader 
public as well.
To search for partners abroad will certainly be very 
time-consuming for external requests, so this tool may 
be limited to the cluster members, depending on the 
cluster’s resources and on the quality of its international 
network.
Where to involve external interested parties and where 
not is a strategic decision which needs to be taken by 
each cluster separately.

For YOUR MEMBERS ONLY?
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Measurement of success
The risk is to invest money for measurements that 
don’t lead to success. In this case the investment of 
manpower, i.e. money, was in vain. However, it is rather 
difficult to really measure success. In some cases the 
cluster might not be informed about the successful 
cooperation between cluster members and other 
companies abroad, in other cases the training offer 
might lead to the establishment of a business contact 
years later. A benchmark could be to measure the 
satisfaction of the members by an evaluation of the 
cluster’s offer.
However, the risk can be calculated in advance, there 
are no hidden risks that could evolve out of the activities.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:

Operational flexibility
Flexibility and public funding are to some extent contradictory: very often, cluster (also concerning 
internationalisation) activities are financed by the public and donor funds, which due to their 
rules doesn’t allow for a necessary level of flexibility. However, there should be a certain level 
of flexibility at the operational level. The best level of performance can only be achieved by 
the cluster management which is able and entrusted to decide flexibly on the definition and 
realisation of activities at the operational level and, thus, be able to react flexibly on particular 
situations and arising needs.

Specific of involvement of SMEs in international activities	
Involvement of SMEs in international activities, especially targeting very competitive markets, 
but in the same time very remote (from the European continent, e.g. USA) ones: to secure 
sustainable effect from its initiatives, cluster management has to make sure, that SMEs attracted 
to participate in its international initiatives will have enough resources in the short-/medium-
term to follow up with the activities initiated and these activities are in-line with SME’s medium-
term strategy.
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For Chemie-Cluster Bayern (CCB), internationalization is an integrated cross-function of the cluster’s 
main business units “R&D cooperation” and “market development”. Thus, cluster management can 
develop its international projects by indicators of market intelligence and realize worldwide activities 
to improve market share of its members: considering some interesting niche markets, this service is 
appreciated both by SME and big companies. The terminus of “market share” is used both for companies 
and universities. Starting from 2013, CCB also publishes an annual “global business report” to evaluate 
the economic output of these activities in terms of value added.
By Chemie-Cluster Bayern’s international partnerships, technology transfer initiatives of regional 
universities are linked within an international industry network to create virtual business incubators in 
a global market environment. Industry networks and cluster management organizations can help young 
scientists to discuss their research projects with future industry customers from different parts of the 
world already at an early stage of development: this way, high potentials at universities could carefully 
be motivated for their own entrepreneurial future on global high-tech markets.	
For example, Chemie-Cluster Bayern and its partner clusters in the United States, France and Germany 
ask industrial key players to challenge chemical R&D: how to build a house in twenty years, how to 
construct better airplanes, how to create the factory of the future? The most promising solution providers 
(big companies, researchers and start-ups) join a network designed to answer the challenges given 
by industry. Industry representatives discuss concrete projects with researchers and start-up representatives 
in workshop sessions or by individual interviews.
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Especially in the field of chemical industry, cooperation between German and Chinese business partners 
has reached a new level of complexity: the Chinese market includes old and new customers for German 
chemistry (not only for chemical products, but also for chemical processes and technologies), but it 
also includes suppliers for important raw materials and components. This way, chemical regions in 
China have grown to be highly interesting technology hubs, offering in many different market segments 
complementary value creation for German high-tech locations. There-fore, partnership agreements 
between cities and regions no longer should be considered only as a soft diplomatic framework of 
cultural exchange, but they have become highly important for a strong development of industrial sites 
and for the optimization of local economic potential. A broad regional know-how in high-tech branches, 
an excellent level of applied technology and a high focus on export, such as characterizing Bavaria’s 
chemical sites, forces public authorities to thoroughly identify international headquarters by partner 
regions, in which industry, science and public administration collaborate to efficiently open new 
international markets. In this regard, the long-term and trustful partnership between the State of Bavaria 
and the provinces of Guangdong and Shandong in China has cleared the way for first success models 
of new, international chemical clusters. Both provinces are interesting producers of natural resources, 
their chemical industry already benefits from long-term business cooperation with Chemie-Cluster 
Bayern’s member companies as customers or suppliers. They are promising markets e.g. for products 
of building chemistry or for chemical components in renewable energy generation, environmental 
technologies or consumer goods.
By founding first models of joint cluster offices, Chemie-Cluster Bayern and the municipal governments 
of Chinese chemical sites have proven that the method of cluster management is a success model 
of globalization. Chinese cities install a professional cluster management - the local cluster manager’s 
working program is developed according to the networking activities of Chemie-Cluster Bayern. Cluster 
members develop concrete projects by technological innovation workshops and balance the know-how 
already represented by the cluster and the know-how needed from outside. Project partners of Bavaria’s 
chemical industry then can be included by clearly defined business cases - so they can see right from 
the beginning how much money and know-how they will have to invest.

Joint Working Structures with Asian Chemical Sites:
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
	1) Many clusters fail because of a faulty financing 

concept. If the necessary funds are lacking, cluster 
services cannot be provided, so that no added value 
is generated for members. Members will quickly lose 
interest and the cluster initiative could collapse.		

2) To achieve the jointly determined goals and 
strategic competitive advantages for their members, 
clusters need solid and sustainable financing: 
developing suitable financing sources is a matter of 
crucial importance for cluster management.	

3) Business and financial planning is key 
management instrument for the cluster, as solid 
financing is a basic prerequisite for a cluster’s ability 
to act efficiently.
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WHAT is it about?
Financing of cluster organizations in starting phase - In their starting phase many cluster 
management organizations depend to a large extent on public funding to finance staff and 
other resources, such as office space and equipment.
Sources of public funding include
• project-based grant funding
• institutional funding
• service contracts.
The sources and the share of public funding depend very much on the clusters and their 
individual environments as well on the public funding programs that support them.	
Cluster management organizations are normally funded from different regional, national and 
European funding programs. Some basic points should be outlined:
• at the beginning the responsible body for cluster management should have a sufficient 
budget from public authorities to conduct significant projects without seeking separate 
funding
• well-funded cluster organizations in the starting phase are more likely to pursue certain 
objectives, including building up the network, first cooperation projects, first qualification and 
training activities; they are better off in increasing cluster size and in improving competitiveness 
by initiating first cooperation projects as they don’t have to struggle for additional funding
• cluster management teams should make sure to charge fees for offered cluster 
services from the very beginning!

Sustainable financing models for cluster initiatives - Generally, there are three different 
types of financing:
• Open-end public funding - Some groups share the opinion that permanent subsidization 
can lead to inefficiency in cluster management and cluster organizations. Interestingly, 
representatives of this argument are not only to be found in the corporate sector but in the 
institutional sector as well.
• Temporary public funding and complete shift to private funding - Other groups are of 
the opinion that funding of the cluster organizations should be limited in time in order to 
prevent the possibility of permanent subsidization and should also allow room for industry 
driven investment. At a certain point of time public authorities debar as primary investors 
and companies or other private institutions come into play.
• Public / private funding		

- A cluster organization could be financed with public money in combination with 					
services against payment. In the course of time the public funding will decrease 					
and the contribution of the companies will rise.		

- Often a cluster organization is planned and (co-) funded by the regional authorities for a 			
period of 3-5 years with the objective of extending the funding for a few additional years. 			
After these initial 5 years, the cluster should acquire a certain (possibly high) level of self				
sustainability		

- In our opinion it is very difficult that public (government, etc.) bodies can debar
as funding partners for the cluster after only 3-5 years. They will have to subsidy the 		
cluster at least to some substantial extent (10-50%) to get out real benefits of clustering 
(clusters are a long term strategy to boost regional economy!!)	
Cluster business and financing concept, business planning
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The Business concept of a cluster in terms of goals and strategies of the cluster, range of 
products and services, market and management and organizational structure are described 
in a business plan. There is a close conceptual relationship between the cluster strategy and 
the business plan, where as the business plan serves primarily as an optional planning and 
management instrument for the cluster’s market-oriented activities. The business plan 
performs important functions, both internally and externally.
The most important functions of the business plan within the cluster:
• Management instrument: guidelines for strategic and operational orientation and managing 
the cluster in the market
• Guidelines for the practical work of cluster management
• Monitoring: monitoring cluster development by comparison with the business plan (target 
actual comparison)
• Planning instrument: business plan as a starting point for scenario construction and further 
development of the cluster
• Presentation of internal and external resource needs
• Opportunity to review the cluster concept critically from the entrepreneurial point of view 
and follow up.

The most important functions outside the cluster of the business plan:
• Structured presentation of the cluster’s business concept for external use: cluster’s business 
card
• Basis for applying for promotional funds, credits and investment capital from public promotional 
institutions, investment companies, banks and investors
• Starting point for developing and marketing a specific range of products or services (cluster 
services)
• Basis for producing communication and PR materials. For a business plan to perform these 
extensive functions, it must be convincing in its structure and content. Which sections a 
business plan should include in detail and what size is appropriate naturally depend on the 
structure of the cluster, its goals, its legal form and membership structure. Nevertheless, there 
are certain basic topics which every business plan should cover, and which are presented 
below.
• The first section (Executive summary) contains a condensed overview of the business plan 
(cluster’s goals, services offered, market potential etc). The main aim here is to convincingly 
present the cluster’s strategic competitive advantage (USP - unique selling proposition), e.g. 
the competence of the partners, synergy effects etc, together with the concrete advantages 
to an investor. Depending on whether the target is a private investor or a public promotional 
institution, these may be returns, jobs or innovations. When formulating the executive summary, 
the cluster’s clear market orientation should be communicated. This section should only be 
written at the end, as it summarizes the contents of the other sections. The section is very 
important, as readers of business plans often have little time for evaluation, so that they start 
by reviewing the content of the executive summary. It is accordingly important to get the 
reader’s attention and interest them in the concept from the start.
• Description of the cluster: this section is primarily concerned with presenting the business 
concept of the cluster and the story of its evolution logically and convincingly. Just like a 
business concept, a cluster concept must have a clear benefit to its customers. Besides formal 
information like legal form and ownership, the key business fields of the cluster (e.g. cluster
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services, joint R&D etc) should be explained.
• Goals of the cluster, planned investment projects: building on the current situation of the 
cluster as described in the previous section, the aim is now to show the cluster’s prospects 
for development. The formulation of strategic goals is particularly important here. This involves 
formulating not only quantitative goals (growth in turnover and net income) but also qualitative 
goals (promoting innovation, developing new market segments etc). If the cluster has financial 
need for specific strategic investment projects, these should also be explained. Milestones as 
important interim goals are suitable for presenting the further development of the cluster.
• Organization and cluster management: in this section it is important to show to potential 
investors, who will manage the cluster and how. The structure and organizational procedures 
of the cluster should be described, along with the structure of its personnel and management 
principles. The key personnel, such as the cluster manager, should also be briefly presented 
(function, professional background, education, additional knowledge). It may be very useful to 
a cluster here to be able to point to prominent personalities in politics and business who are 
on the advisory board. This enhances the prestige of the cluster and will ensure additional 
interest on the part of a potential investor. An organization chart should be added to visualize 
the organization’s structure. This section should be particularly carefully formulated, as most 
investors have little or no experience with clusters and their organizational structures. The 
importance of this section should not be underestimated, as many investors - particularly from 
the private sector - believe that they are not investing in ideas but in people and their know-
how.
• Marketing, competition and sales: the main aspect here is to present the cluster’s positioning 
in the market. The central element of this section is the market analysis, including analysis 
of potential target groups or (internal and external) customers, competitors and trends. Based 
on the results of the market analysis, the next element should be the formulation of a marketing 
strategy model which determines the target groups to be addressed, the products or services 
offered and the technologies used. With regard to that it is also important to describe the basic 
orientation of the cluster’s marketing strategy. Subsequently it is a matter of presenting the 
marketing mix, comprising the elements of product mix, price mix, distribution mix and 
communication mix. For export-oriented clusters it is advisable to formulate an export and 
market entry strategy. It is particularly important to consider that technical capability and 
competitive products are not enough for sustainable success in international markets. A 
professional and fully elaborated marketing concept is the only way of bringing the cluster’s 
capability to its customers’ perception. The best product is useless unless the business is 
perceived!
• Products and services: the cluster’s products and services already listed in the section 
“description of the cluster” must now be described in detail, together with planned future 
products and services (innovation ideas).In this context, it is also necessary to consider the 
state of development of the product or service (idea, prototype, market ready). With reference 
to the market and competitive situation described in the previous section, the central advantages 
of the cluster services and their benefits for internal and external customers should be developed. 
The processes involved in providing the services should also be described. For product oriented 
clusters, the production processes should be described in a similar way. This also involves 
describing the cluster’s value chain. Potential investors are particularly interested here in the 
central added value activities and processes, so that special emphasis should be given to these 
here. A major problem for numerous companies and clusters in south-east Europe is still
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meeting quality standards. This particularly impacts the export capability of cluster members. 
For this reason, the cluster’s efforts to improve product and service quality should also be 
described. It is particularly important to emphasize efforts by the cluster and its members in 
the field of process management and certification to ISO standards.
• Financial analysis: it is important to show in this section that the business concept or 
cluster concept can be funded and is profitable. Experience shows that this section is particularly 
important to banks, investors and government promotional institutions. The section should 
begin by dealing with the current economic situation of the cluster (assuming that the cluster 
has already been operating for some time). Important parameters include trends in turnover, 
costs and results, the annual financial statements, changes in personnel and the financial 
situation (credits, liabilities, receivables). Presentation of the future development of the cluster 
in financial terms is done with the help of operational planning for the next 3 - 5 years. The 
plan comprises the following elements: turnover and results, personnel, investment and liquidity. 
These figures can then be used to determine the investment and finance needed. The cost 
structure is particularly important for public sector investors, i.e. the breakdown of total costs 
into the various headings such as personnel, rental, materials etc, as some items may not 
be financed or subsidized from public funds. Besides the profit forecast, the cash flow is a 
key figure for potential investors, as this forms the basis for refinancing investment and paying 
off debt. The cash flow forecast can also be used to make statements about the liquidity of 
the cluster. Details on this section, such as sample balance sheet and income statement, 
should be part of the appendix.
• Opportunities and threats: potential investors naturally want to know not just about 
opportunities but also the risks associated with their financial investment. The main risks 
covered by the section should be political or technical developments, shortage of capital, 
decline in sales and defaults on receivables.
• Appendix: the appendix contains details supplementing the information in the business 
plan. These can include curricula vitae, market analyses, technical reports, financial documentation 
or articles of association.

The following are some points that should be borne in mind when writing a cluster business 
plan:
• The business concept should identify a clear customer benefit and be aimed at growing 
markets.
• Innovative services and products with unique character need to be offered.	
• High potential returns should be realistically expected.
• Market orientation and sustainability needs to be given.
• A solid marketing concept should be illustrated.
• International orientation (globalization) should be in the focus.
• When writing the business plan, consider the audience and its interests (public or private 
sector institutions). It may be necessary to write different versions of the plan, depending on 
the target group.
• Planning should be based on checkable assumptions and facts to make it objective and 
realistic.
• A professional and experienced management team should be named.	
• Concentration on the key points is a success factor: a short, precise and solid presentation, 
covering 20 - 30 pages.
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• Constant updating of the business plan is necessary.
• Explain technical contents as simply and understandably as possible.	
• Show market potential and prospects for development.

In practice, business plans of clusters which have been in existence for some time and 
established themselves in the market are particularly convincing. Existing structures, products 
and services (cluster services) and particularly the results achieved should all accordingly be 
emphasized particularly in the business plan.

Financial planning
Financial planning is an important element of the business plan and an important management 
instrument for the cluster. The main responsibilities of financial planning are meeting capital 
needs and securing liquidity. Solid financing is a basic prerequisite for a cluster’s ability to 
act and its sustainability.

Planning and implementing the financial concept should be done in a number of stages:	

1) Identify the cost structure: determining the expected costs for the cluster is the starting 
point for subsequent costing and planning. This essentially involves answering the question 
“which costs arise”, and “how high are they?” Typical cost types for a cluster are personnel 
costs, rental, operating supplies costs (e.g. computer). Additional costs often arise in the 
formation and start-up phase of a cluster, and these also have to be taken into account.		

2) Drawing up financial planning: the goal of financial planning is to secure the cluster’s 
liquidity at all times. The finance plan is drawn up by forecasting the cluster’s income and 
expenditure for the planning period (e.g. 12 months) and calculating the difference. The finance 
plan is used to determine the cluster’s financial and capital that the income and expenditure 
flows normally do not match. This is particularly true in the cluster’s start-up phase. It is 
advisable to include an adequate liquidity buffer in the financial planning. The job of cluster 
management and membership is now to access appropriate sources of finance and obtain the 
necessary funds.	

3) Installing a functional accounting system: this involves systematic recording, processing, 
analysis, evaluation and presentation of figures for all economic aspects of the business or 
cluster. The operating accounts comprise financial accounts, cost accounts (cost types, cost 
centers, cost unit accounting) and planning, which has to be developed and implemented under 
cluster management.	

4) Installing a controlling system: controlling is a multifunctional information and 
management system covering planning, control and management. As part of controlling, 
ongoing comparison of planned values (budget figures) with actual figures identifies weaknesses 
in the cluster (e.g. deviation from financial goals) at an early stage. Cluster management can 
use the identified deviations to introduce suitable corrective measures. A prerequisite for an 
effective controlling system is installation of a functioning cost accounting system.	
Cash flow is one of the most important ratios for the cluster manager. It can be used as an 
instrument for measuring the self financing capability of a business or cluster, i.e. the cash
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flow shows whether investment, repayment of liabilities and distribution of dividends can be 
met with the profits from ordinary business operations.

The business and financial planning of a cluster, either 
new or mature, is a complex and critical matter that 
is normally held by the general manager of the cluster 
with the help of its cluster management team and by 
the cluster’s accounting manager.	
The general manager should have:
• previous experience in the private business, or at 
least a good education in business management
• natural orientation and ability in the management of 
high level relationships (with public entities and with 
top managers from the private industry)
• good team leading skills
• experience in marketing and sales

But business planning is not only about finance, to obtain 
a good level of self-sustainability it is important to create 
services and sell them, so all the cluster management team 
is normally involved in this marketing and sales activity.

External consultants
As cluster financing is a highly complex issue involving 
a whole range of corporate and tax law aspects, it can 
often be helpful to call on external experts such as tax 
advisers, management consultants and lawyers.

WHO should manage all this?
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HOW do I manage these activities? 
Organization/Economical aspects

As seen before, developing suitable financing sources is a matter of crucial importance for 
cluster management.
Cluster financing is normally obtained from the following two main categories of sources:

1) Public sector promotional funding:	
a. Grants by regional and local economic promotion institutions		
b. Promotional funding under EU projects

2) Private sector funding:	
a. Membership fees	
b. Income from cluster services	
c. Commissions or income from intermediating orders (e.g. B2B Export Promotion Service)	
d. Income from events	
e. Income from winning public sector projects (national tenders, EU, World Bank)	
f. Share of income from joint patents and licenses (research-intensive clusters)	
g. Investment companies, Venture Capital (in exceptional instances)	
h. Sponsorship by major companies.

Even if sustainability is the long term goal of a cluster, most clusters need public promotional 
funds (particularly in the start-up phase) for the necessary investment in the cluster infrastructure 
and to establish a target group specific range of services to members. In attracting promotional 
funds, the following points should be considered:
• Report projects in good time and explore possibilities
• Find out about the procedure for allocating funds and follow the rules carefully	
• Approach the responsible office (decision making authority)
• Write a solid description of the project or cluster. A presentation in the form of a business 
plan (see above) is particularly suitable here
• Present the project in a context which is relevant to the promotional institution	
• Note the focus or goals of the promotional institution (jobs, export, promoting innovation)
• Accept input from the promotional offices, rather than just making demands	
• Comply with promotional conditions and requirements
• Always credit the promotion in publications and presentations.	

Some considerations:
• Depending on the cluster’s structure and goals, mixed financing may be advisable for the 
first few years with both public promotional funds and private sector income, where the share 
of public promotional funds should gradually decrease over time.	
• The financing model should be based on a constant flow of income. Public promotional funds 
should only supplement the budget, and never be a central pillar of the financing model.
• Generally, a cluster should be able to self finance its budget in a good ratio after about 3-5 years.
• Sustainability and market orientation play a particularly important role, as public promotional 
funding is limited. Clusters accordingly need to match their cluster services closely to the needs 
of their internal and external customers, and develop private sector income as early as 
possible.
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• Promotional funds have not been applied for in time.
• Promotional funds are the central pillar of the 
financing model.
• Costs have been budgeted too low.
• Financing and capital needs have been budgeted too low.
• No adequate liquidity buffer has been designated in 
the financial plan.
• Imprecise scheduling of demand for funds and supply 
of funds leads to liquidity shortages.
• The start-up period of the cluster when there is no 
income has been underestimated.
• Membership fees were set too low.
• Payment ethics of external customers (Days of Sales 
Outstanding - DSO) have been misjudged.	
• A functioning accounting system is lacking.	
• A controlling system is lacking.
• Nonbinding financing commitments are treated as secured.

!! For some complex issues it is suggestible to involve 
external experts such as tax advisers, management 
consultants and lawyers.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:

The financial plan is used to plan, manage and control the cluster’s future income and expense 
flows. By comparing income and expenditure the cluster manager can identify the financial 
needs and take measures to ensure the cluster’s solvency (liquidity management). The following 
principles should be followed in drawing up the financial plan: 
• financial plan must include all expected transactions resulting in income or expenditure 
(principle of completeness). 
• the expected income may not be off set against planned expenditure for the same purpose 
(principle of none offsetting).
• forecasts of income and expenditure must be based on realistic assumptions (principle of 
accuracy).

To ensure a clear picture, the financial plan should be divided into two sub-plans, each with a 
six-month planning horizon. Income and expenditure are broken down under individual headings.

!Here are some of the most frequent financing errors 
which cluster managers should avoid at all cost:



Development of self-financing rate of Upper Austrian cluster 
initiatives:
• Substantial contribution at the beginning from the local government (Upper Austrian government‘s “Fund for 
the Future”) -  20 million from 1998 - 2005;  15 million from 2005 - 2010
• Strong commitment to a private-public-partnership (PPP) financial system from the beginning
• Steady increase in the level of self-financing to 70+ %at a rate of rd. 10 % per year

• Rise in sales (membership fees, services, projects etc.) by +310% (2005 up to 2011)
• Increase in material costs by +27% (2006 (2005 is not comparable) up to 2011)
• Increase of personal costs by + 12% (2005 up to 2011)
• Rise of self-financing-rate from 42% in yr. 2005 up to 75 % in yr. 2011
• Rise of self-financing-rate up to 95,3% in some clusters!

Tools for further development of cluster organisations - 
Financial planning and controlling:
Tools for further development of cluster organisations
• Financial planning		

- Stakeholders define the general conditions (funding, degree of self financing ratio, budget and general 		
conditions for number of employees)		
- Cluster teams prepare annual financial and activity plans in coordination with the advisory boards - planning circle		
- Monthly cost accounting form the finance department	
Inter divisional quarterly and annual controlling reports with a medium-term and long-term review and outlook

• Controlling		
- Annually two meetings of the advisory council of the Cluster		
- Annually three meetings per year of the advisory boards		
- Monthly inter divisional meetings of the cluster managers		
- Monthly inter divisional meetings of the project managers		
- Weekly meetings of the cluster teams
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CE Funding system for cooperative projects
best practice examples
Co-operation projects cluster-initiatives, funded by Upper 
Austrian government

Object Innovative cooperation projects within the 
cluster-initiatives

Cooperation criteria • At least three companies
• At least one SME

Costs eligible for funding Personnel costs, external services,
consulting and other costs

Funding amounts 30 % of the costs eligible for funding

Max. funding per 
cooperation partner:

 30,000 (‘technological’ projects)
 15,000 (‘organizational’ projects)

Max. funding per project: depending on number of project partners 
(‘technological’ projects)

 45,000 (‘organizational’ projects)

Projects also involving several Austrian regions are being funded! (e.g. Lower Austria, Salzburg)

• “Clean Motion Offensive“	
- Electric Mobility project: 12 partners develop cost-efficient components		
- Aim: development and preparation of mass production of key technologies for Electric Mobility

• “Kunststoffstandort Oberösterreich“ - a region for plastics	
- Project of the Plastics Cluster and TMG: Positioning of Upper Austria as a plastic region with the 	
highest potential for innovation	
- Aim: increase importance of industry and material in the public, educate enough qualified young 	
people

• “möbel austria“	
- Austrian furniture manufacturers association to implement a central Austrian furniture trade fair, 	
organized by the Furniture and Timber Cluster	
- The industry's largest and most important project that was conducted at cluster level so far: 		
2,000 attendees (plus 600 visitors in an exhibition-day for end consumers) and 22 exhibitors at 		
the last exhibition in May 2011;

Lighthouse tower projects:
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6
MARKETING & PUBLIC RELATIONS
MEDIA VISIBILITY, COMMUNICATION, KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 
AND RELATIONSHIPS MANAGEMENT

To explain importance and supply general guidelines for the management of contacts and 
information inside your cluster. The chapter provides information and suggestions about:
• Marketing & PR tools to strengthen the image and awareness degree of the cluster partners 
and their industrial sector: press work, media cooperation, quarterly magazines and newsletters, 
communication tips, internal and external communication	
• Setting up a communication concept for cluster and network organizations	
• Customer Relationship Management: comprehensive use and documentation of contacts, 
projects and general information

Chapter goals:

Proplast (IT)
www.proplast.it
Palstics Academy (IT)
www.plasticsacademy.it

Author(s)

PLASTICS
ACADEMY
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WHY is it important for your cluster?
	1) Very important key success factors are reputation 

and visibility of your cluster	

2) Incisive communication is necessary to give 
visibility to cluster’s vision, goals, services etc.		

3) Media visibility is important to let the others know 
what you have achieved, tell your success stories	

4) A good level of communication is crucial for 
creating /maintaining a good image of the cluster, 
toward various stakeholders, including regional/national 
authorities or policy makers in general		

5) Media visibility on regional, national and international 
level is in fact important for clusters to attract new 
members, partners, clients etc.	

6) International visibility facilitates future 
transnational cooperation; international visibility is 
one important key success factor to become 
internationally known and attractive for further 
cooperation	

7) A good level of “internal” communication (inside 
the cluster) is also important to improve the 
commitment and involvement of members		

8) Good communication is essential to market and 
sell your services
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WHAT is it about?

Communication, marketing and public relations activities:
• How to set up a suitable communication concept for you cluster?
• How to build a “corporate” design for your cluster?
• What communication activities are to be performed and with what goals
• How to establish good cooperation with the press

• Website
• Cluster presentations, paper and pdf brochures
• Information additional brochures or pdf files suitable for 	

dialogue groups (for company visits, delegations etc.)
• Project sheets about successfully completed co-			

operation projects
• Photos about the cluster - Cluster movie
• CRM
More in detail:

Basic communication “equipment”and tools
in terms of Information and promotion material are:

how necessary?
how difficult/challenging?

Website

• User friendly/barrier-free
• Featuring:	

- Cluster strategy	
- Detailed services	
- Benefits for members	
- On going activities, success stories	
- News about seminars, workshops

• Essential
• Rather easy to build
• Challenging to be kept alive

Cluster brochure

• Featuring:	
- Cluster Strategy	
- List of members	
- Services	
- Benefits for members

• Essential, at least in pdf
• Rather easy to publish

Additional media tools

Video: a video featuring main cluster characteristics 
and activities can be usefull in several situations and on 
the website

• Useful
• Not easy, requires external help
• Not really necessary

Photos: remember to take a lot of pictures of events 
and daily activity of the cluster, including technological 
activities etc.

• Essential
• Quite easy
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Advantages of a newsletter system - (compared to standard 
mailings)
• Attractive layout
• Deeper information well featured, describing projects etc

Newsletter

• Useful
• Quite easy

A real magazine is a big commitment in terms of editorial 
activities to be perfomed. Normally it is required to sell 
some advertisement in order to enable to bear the costs 
of such activity. A manager with editorial skill/experience 
is normally necessary in such activity.
Typical structure of a magazine:
• Main topic
• Editorial
• Interviews
• Partner news
• Co-operations
• Events
• Advertising

Quarterly magazine

• Useful
• Not really necessary
• Difficult, very high commitment is 		

necessary

In many clusters this is an important tool, and a good 
reasons for companies to become member and get this 
kind of “indirect” advertising.
It can be distributed freely in large numbers to companies
Normally this kind of members’ list/service catalog can 
be structured as follows:
• Member companies by alphabetical order
• Members by segment
• Members by processing and manufacturing expertise
It can be:
• On paper
• On cd
• On the web
Notes
• The best result and goal to obtain could be to establish 	

a very wide diffusion of the service catalog, so that it 		
becomes a sort of „ branch telephone book“

• It is possible to pay the costs of the catalogue with good 	
financing contribution due to the ads

• Catalogue is well accepted by potential clients of the 		
cluster companies at trade fairs as a means of advertising

Service catalogue / member list

• Useful
• Not easy to create as requires a lot 	

of internal work
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As a first step in this area, it is necessary to build up 
contacts with all relevant magazine and newspaper actors 
in your specific field of activity, and also in the general 
press, national and local.
• Build up a journalist database	

- Specialized in your field of activity	
- Daily general press,	
- Local press

• Prepare press folder (basis text & photos) and organize 	
specific event for press (press conferences)

• Invite journalists by personal letter to the most important 	
events

• Involve journalists as moderators for cluster events
• Involve journalists as writers for articles in the quarterly 	

magazines
• Prepare specific contributions from the cluster 			

organisation for trade journals
• Organize interviews with the cluster manager and with 	

the cluster members.

Press contacts and media cooperation

• Important
• Rather easy to start, more difficult 		

to manage on a consistent basis

In the last years social media have become more and 
more important and they are today a good communication 
tool that should not be ignored.
At least 2 social media should be considered:
• Linkedin can be a very good way to meet new 			

professionals  in your field and present the cluster 		
activities

• Facebook pages can be a good way to communicate 		
to a wider public, and for sure to communicate to 		
younger people and attract their interest.

Social media

• Rather easy to start, more difficult 		
to manage in a proficient way

Email contacts: use of email “signatures” (at the end of 
each email sent by all cluster managers) showing next 
fairs, next important seminars etc.

Other minor

• Useful
• Easy to manage
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A specific focus and attention should be given to CRM 
software.
CRM software should be THE instrument to manage all 
communication activities inside and outside the cluster.
CRM should then be the main communication tool for all 
cluster manager/personnel.
It is suggestable to integrate (in some way) the CRM with 
administrative management software (invoices, etc.).
CRM should be conceived carefully so that:
1) databases will be well built in terms of structure with 
the right fields
2) database will be easy to query to get the relevant 
contacts for each activity
3) all relavant communication activities (email, phone 
calls, etc.) can be easily recorded for future contacts.

Contact Relationship Management software

• Very useful
• Very difficult to establish as a daily 		

instrument

• Wall calendar with cluster events
• Give aways: badges, stickers, pens, t-shirts or sweaters.

Additional

• Not essential

This activities should be managed by involving third parties (some graphic designer, journalists, press, 
etc.), and in this way - with a good networking activity - some very well results could be obtained.	

As always, special attention should be paid when choosing the right managers: the ideal profile of 
communication and PR manager/staff can vary but in principle:

WHO should manage all this?



1st profile
• A Communication manager should have specific communication skills (oral and written, 
in local language and English at least).
• An industrial background in Marketing/Pr is desirable but this can also be substituted by 
good specific studies in Communication/Pr.

Overall coordination of communication activities

Daily management of communication activities

1st profile
• A good communication is managed daily or at least weekly so one person should be 		

dedicated at least part time to such activity
• A profile with good/excellent language skills (local language and English) is desired
• Good skill in mother language writing
• Very good expertise in the use of most common software and in the use of the CRM 		

program
• Good level of precision and consistent commitment are necessary.

Design and graphics

1st profile
With the normal size of Cluster management bodies, it is suggestable to outsource the 
graphic design, webdesign and website set-up.
The external graphic and communication consultants will have to harmonise/coordinate all 
the Cluster image.
It is strongly suggestible to keep inside the website daily management and updating activities.
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HOW do I manage these activities?
Organization/Economical aspects
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Communication 
goals

• Increase the awareness of cluster members
• Inform members about cluster activities and opportunities
• Increase the positive image of your cluster
• Position your cluster to attract new members
!! REMEMBER It is not the cluster management in the spotlight, but 
the companies and members which form the cluster

How to build a PR concept, how to perform communication activities

Main dialogue groups (to 
whom address our 
communication)

• Cluster committed members
• Cluster non committed clients and potential members
• Regions, public authorities, policy makers, other institutional 		

stakeholders (universities etc)
• Experts, technologists, individuals
• Students

Topics and messages
• Market/industry information
• Technology trends intelligence,& surveys
• Targeted education and qualification opportunities
• Support market access, business opportunities.

• We are the main expert in …
• We know a lot about …
• We are a large network …
• We are a fertile field to build/improve your business
• We are the right networking agent able to make available many 		

contacts in our field

Communication style It is important to supply factual and reliable information which is
• information-oriented
• needs-oriented (the needs are defined based on technology trends, 
market trends etc)
• Complex contents simply presented, with case studies and 
successful examples
• Dialogue-oriented, to introduce relevant people and so to 
facilitate personal contacts
• Modern (privileging modern communication such as schemes, 
pictures, video, table based contents etc)
• Open & transparent: only a few info and only a few contents and 
areas are not accessible to partners.

Timings in the year Cluster managers should perform activities on a periodical basis, 
by preparing each year a specific agenda fixing dates and goals 
of various kind of communication:
• Based press work
• Media cooperation
• Quarterly magazines

INSIDE

OUTSIDE

!!attention - The focus of 
communication should not 
be the cluster 
management. In the 
spotlight are the member 
companies/institutions 
which form the cluster!

Topics to 
discuss/communicate

Messages to convey:

• Newsletters
• Communication via email.
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Economical aspects
Communication activities can raise funding in some ways:

EU/state/regional/province public funding This is the most typical source 
of funding for these activities

This is the most typical source 
of funding for these activities

Sources of funding Inside the cluster Outside the cluster

Paid by companies (after invoicing) Normally NO Only in the case of special 
events in which a group of 
companies is involved and is 
ready to share costs.

Specific budgets made available by some 
of the cluster members (on specific 
projects)

Normally NO Only in the case of special 
events in which a group of 
companies is involved and is 
ready to share costs.

Membership fees from cluster members 
(cluster managers decide to divert some 
of the membership fees into this activities)

In principle the use of 
membership fees to pay 
communication activities can 
be accepted

In principle the use of 
membership fees to pay 
communication activities can 
be accepted

Of course NOT. Communicaton and PR are very 
useful if they are directed outside the cluster. So 
one very important goal is to be sure to make the 
right promotional and PR activity also with NON 
members, including companies and institutions.

For YOUR MEMBERS ONLY?



!! Overwhelming communication: this is one of the 
most commonly occurring problems. In some cases 
we communicate too much and perhaps to the wrong 
person! So a correct use of your contact details 
(managed by a good CRM program) could avoid to 
send all messages and information to all of your 
contacts.

!! Secrecy and confidentiality: to communicate 
something that should not be communicated is an 
error that can be very costly. The image of a cluster, 
able to communicate but also able to keep/guarantee 
secrecy and confidentiality is essential to build good 
relationships with members.

!! Prefer PR to publicity/advertising
• PR is not so expensive as advertising
• PR is more believable
• PR can tell complex stories
• The world is full of advertising

!! Privacy: how did you get the addresses. This is in 
some countries (like Italy) a point to consider. You should 
be sure that your addressee are happy to be in your 
contact list. There should be a easy way for them to 
tell you that they do not want to receive information.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:

78
Industrial cluster excellence WHITEPAPER



79
Industrial cluster excellence WHITEPAPER

In the frame of the “Upper Austrian location project”, numerous successful communication measures have 
been implemented to support the cluster development in terms of basic and higher education, R&D, 
networking. Here is a list of some communication/marketing activities performed:     

“The region for plastics” - to inform, motivate and recruit youth to the plastics industry

Regular image campaigns

Networking meetings between schools, companies, universities

Youth folder informing about education prospects in the plastics industry and about companies in our region in 
the plastics industry

Website - career within the plastics industry - www.kunststoffkarriere.at

Exhibition at career information fairs i.e. the “BeSt” in Vienna or “Jugend & Beruf” in Wels

Information days for teachers at companies in the plastics industry

Prepared educational material for teachers - “Kunststoff Box”

Presentations of the plastics industry in schools - bring schools and companies together (round tables or 
excursions)

Activities to push the plastics industry regional, national and international (i.e. brochures as “Plastic facts”, 
webpage, education catalogue, etc.)

“Young Polymer Scientist” - where the plastics industry offers summer practical for students on the polymer 
institutes of the university

“Upper Austrian Polymer Technology” - where the different polymer institutes of the universities are able to present 
their scientific work to companies

You want to know more? For further information please visit our webpage - http://www.kunststoffstandort.at/
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7
EVALUATION & MEASURING
TOOLS OF OUR CLUSTER
ORGANIZATION´S PERFORMANCE

the chapter explains what should be considered when evaluating the performance of a cluster: 
indicators mix, monitoring and reporting targets and systems, customer satisfaction analysis.

Chapter goals:

Clusterland Oberösterreich (A)
www.clusterland.at

Author(s)



82
Industrial cluster excellence WHITEPAPER

WHY is it important for your cluster?
		1) During the entire life of a cluster it is evident that there is always a large space for improvement 

initiative. When looking for improvement, it is necessary to analyze current performance, set new 
goals, be able to assess and monitor impact trends. It is very important to:				

- Evaluate cluster programs and policies			
- Evaluate economical and social impact of clusters,			
- Evaluate performance of cluster management			
- Benchmark your cluster comparing it with other similar clusters,			
- Measure the satisfaction of your cluster members,			
- Analyze the improvements during the entire life of your cluster		

2) All above mentioned actions are important and essential to manage in the best way 
your cluster, and to show results to all cluster stakeholders (members and public funding 
bodies). Cluster managers and policy makers understand that and have been looking 
in the last decade for good and reliable evaluation methods and tools.		

3) Evaluation is a regular check and leading questions are whether the goals of the strategic 
alliance or cluster are still realistic, whether the chosen approach is the right one to achieve 
the goals, and what can be learned from experience to date.		

4) Evaluation can also be a response to an acute problem situation (crisis), for example if deadlines 
are massively overshot, if the actual costs differ sharply from the budget, or if there is dissatisfaction.		

5) In many areas, including clusters and strategic alliances, a “culture of evaluation” has 
grown up in recent years as people have recognized that an independent review of events 
provides valuable information for improving the activities.	

6) But, it is not easy to set up evaluation methods and performance indicators that can be 
used across different sectors and countries/regions. In fact "A single set of agreed 1 evaluation 
and impact assessment methods and key performance indicators does not exist". Nevertheless, 
in the recent years some internationally recognized evaluation and benchmarking 
methods have been created and will be outlined in this chapter.

1) Let's make a perfect cluster policy and cluster programme, smart recommendation for policy makers. Thomas A. Christensen 
- Thomas Lämmer-Gamp - Gerd Meier zu Köcker , Berlin/Copenhagen, 2012 VDI / VDE
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WHAT is it about?
Monitoring and reporting - how to measure and report success of cluster 
organizations
The requirements and goals of evaluation & measuring tools are many:	

Different reporting tools/systems to meet various interests	
4 different systems can be previewed to report performance measurement and evaluation:
• Report for Supervisory / Advisory board (quarterly)
• Report for Government (annually or semi-annually)
• Report on Key Performance Indicators (quarterly, annually)
• Customer Satisfaction Evaluation

These reports are normally prepared for main stakeholders but also for internal use, as seen 
in the scheme below.
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Report for Supervisory / Advisory Boards
Regular information about cluster and network activities (published on a quarterly basis)
• Information about		

- events, trainings, seminars		
- submitted cooperation projects, finished cooperation projects		
- special activities (like awards, marketing campaigns, etc.)		
- submitted national and international projects

• Additional information for Advisory Boards		
- comparison of target and actual business results (traffic-light system)		
- forecast for the rest of the year

Report for the Government
Regular information about cluster and network activities and financial situation of clusters and 
networks (published on a half yearly basis)
• Information about
    - events, trainings, seminars		

- submitted cooperation projects, finished cooperation projects		
- special activities (like awards, marketing campaigns, etc.)		
- submitted national and international projects		
- detailed comparison of target and actual business results		
- detailed forecast of financial situation of the individual cluster and networks		
- overview about main key performance indicators

• Detailed comparison of target and actual business results		
- Personnel and personnel operating figures		
- Order situation of regional/national and EU funded projects		
- Investments		
- Financial situation		
- Profit and loss statement		
- Statement of financial condition

• Detailed forecast of financial situation of the individual clusters and networks		
- Turnover (revenues, membership fees, subsidies, annual basic funding)		
- Costs (personnel costs, non-personnel-costs)		
- Administration costs		
- Cost allocation of service provider		
- Self financing ratio		
- Required basic funding by regional government

Report on Key Performance Indicators
Regular information about key performance indicators to evaluate cluster and network success 
(published on a quarterly and annually basis)
• Information about		

- Cluster / network structure		
- Information/communication and qualification		
- Cooperation projects

• Detailed catalogue on key performance indicators like		
- Percentage of SME within cluster / network
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Example of a report:

		- Average annual partner fee within cluster / network		
- Number of producing partner companies or retailers		
- Number of new partner companies within period / number of leaving partners within period

 		 - Average R&D quote within cluster/network		
- Number of press reports in professional journals about cluster / network		
- Number of participants within events since establishment of cluster / network		
- Number of hosting delegations from abroad		
- Project volume of cooperation projects since establishment of the cluster / network…
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The evaluation and self assessment process in a cluster 
normally involve a good part of the management 
team, but it can be said that the top management 
of the cluster has the most of responsibility and 
role: measuring the performance of a cluster requires 
high level management expertise, as the process is 
made in several steps and for long periods of time, it 
require high level strategic skills, determination and 
perseverance.

Evaluation can also be voluntarily commissioned 
by the cluster management to external specialized 
bodies. This depends on the evaluation goals and 
selected methods.	

Note: Evaluation by public financing entities - In 
many cases, the evaluation of a cluster is performed 
by the public authorities that are financing the cluster 
activity.	 
In these pages we are mainly focusing on the self 
assessment and voluntary analysis and benchmarking.

WHO should manage all this?



HOW do I manage these activities? 
Organization/Economical aspects
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Evaluation: How to measure success of cluster organizations - Customer 
satisfaction evaluation process
Normally each cluster has undergone regular evaluation processes since its establishment:
• Strategic programs with specific focus on cluster organizations development/evaluation
• External evaluation of a cluster with specific focus on clusters in the regional innovation network
• Individual analysis of cluster organizations (e.g. master thesis, academic analysis from 
different universities)
• First complete partner survey (all cluster partners were asked the same questions) => 
owners of the cluster decide to do the partner analysis on a regular basis	

We can distinguish here between external and internal evaluation.
For an external evaluation an evaluator or evaluation team is commissioned from outside 
the cluster to carry out the evaluation. The content and methodology of evaluation are defined 
in the commission. Mostly, cluster evaluation uses a mix of quantitative and qualitative interviews 
with representatives of the various stakeholders and an analysis of written planning and 
reporting documentation. The results are sent to a cluster management team which draws 
conclusions for the next phase of the project. In many evaluations, workshops are held with 
a large number of cluster actors to enhance acceptance of the results and motivation for 
implementing the conclusions.

A frequent criticism of conventional evaluations is that they are too much control oriented and 
concerned with the past. However, evaluation as control is not generally very oriented towards 
action and change. The evaluated cluster system then tries to emerge from the evaluation 
with as little damage as possible, fails to use the evaluation as a learning opportunity.	
As a result, the idea has gained ground in recent years that evaluations are a learning tool 
for Cluster managers. Internal evaluation is better suited for this purpose:	

• Internal evaluation is a solution-oriented methodology which aims to enhance the competence 
of those being evaluated to learn from the experience.
• The point here is accurate diagnosis of the strengths and weaknesses from the point of view 
of the relevant stakeholders, and specific identification of starting points (“levers”) for effective 
change.
• Evaluation aims at supporting learning and the strategic response capability of actors in the 
evaluated system.
• Evaluation should accordingly be structured as an interactive and implementation-oriented 
learning process.

An important basis for evaluation is information on the course and results of strategic alliances 
and clusters which has been systematically collected and stored. The choice of the information 
to be recorded depends on which indicators are defined as critical for the course and success 
of a strategic alliance. This information system is also described as monitoring.	
Clusters and strategic alliances are highly complex, so that conventional analysis of results 
often fails to supply usable information. Monitoring using previously set parameters is often
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left behind somewhere along the way, so that little useful data is available when the evaluation 
comes up. There are several reasons for this:

• Monitoring still gives priority to quantitative, independent indicators, although the necessary 
qualitative information for understanding the effects is lacking.
• Monitoring and reporting are focused on activities and direct results (outputs), which overly 
emphasizes short term aspects and neglects long term processes, although the latter are 
usually much more important for achieving goals and effects.
• There are currently hardly any indicators which are suitable and generally recognized for 
evaluating the effects of clusters, with a lack of both solidly established methodological 
foundations and practicable tools for monitoring effects.
• Evaluation is usually taken up too late so that it is impossible to use information directly to 
improve the situation.
• Evaluation is generally done on commission for the promotional entities, without dialogue 
with the project executing agencies, so that the conditions for a top-down control are met, 
but not for joint learning from experience.
• Effects of regional alliance projects and clusters are the result of highly diverse internal and 
external influences, and it is very difficult to identify clear and unambiguous relationships. The 
temptation is particularly great here to credit the cluster with resulting effects, whether or not 
the cluster can demonstrably be shown to have contributed to them.	

As a result - starting in the field of development cooperation, where conventional evaluation 
methods very often fail - an instrument has been developed in an effort to overcome these 
deficiencies: Impact oriented monitoring.
Impact oriented monitoring is a process for project management. With its help, information 
is collected on processes which are relevant for achieving results - and consequently for 
impacts.
Impact monitoring focuses on those factors which the project can directly influence. The 
emphasis here is on those areas which are decisive for achieving results: the quality of 
implementation of activities, organizational procedures and processes, changes in the behavior 
of partners and target groups.
Impact oriented monitoring is implemented as follows:
• First, the participants define the scope of impact and the results and impacts they anticipate.
• They use this to derive impact hypotheses for the relationships between the project, the 
observable processes and the expected results and impacts. Then, the actors determine areas 
for monitoring where they define mostly qualitative indicators and milestones for monitoring 
behavior processes (Behavioral changes for whom? To what extent? By when?). During the 
project, the relevant data is collected and continuously interpreted. The conclusions are fed 
into the processes directly as corrections.

This process is used for holistic strategic monitoring of the areas decisive for achieving results. 
It is dialogue-oriented, and the results of monitoring can be simply displayed graphically. This 
makes it very suitable for participative procedures, e.g. in the form of workshops with the 
implementation partners.



An example of External cluster evaluation - the model develope by European 
Cluster Excellence Initiative
Today, the most recognized and utilized evaluation and benchmarking method is the one that 
has been set up by the European Cluster Excellence Initiative.	
The scheme below describes the focus, structure, indicators of the excellence benchmarking.
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The analysis is performed on 31 indicators:

The European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (ESCA) was established to offer practical 
advice to cluster management organizations. It is managed by one of the leading 
German innovation agencies VDI/VDE Innovation + Technik GmbH and promotes cluster 
management excellence through benchmarking and quality labeling of clusters and 
cluster management organizations. ESCA has been mandated by the European Cluster 
Excellence Initiative to organize the assessment process in the context of the "Cluster 
Organization Management Excellence Label".
Two levels of certification are today given by ESCA: the Bronze Label and the Gold Label.
Here below an example of the final chart summarizing the results of a cluster benchmarking.
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!! Some frequent errors in cluster evaluation	

• Planning and conception of cooperative projects are 
unrealistic and / or incomplete. This deficiency is 
supposed to be subsequently resolved by exaggerated 
or wrongly selected controlling tools. In fact, this merely 
makes projects even more complicated.	
• Timetabling is done not on the basis of realistic 
assessment of the work required, but on the basis of 
deadlines set in advance, which in most cases are 
guided by wishful thinking.
• Strategic alliance planning and controlling are done 
by different people; there are problems of understanding 
and conciliation between customer, management and 
project team, given the lack of a common language.	
• Constant turnover within the core teams also leads 
to communication problems, particularly if project 
documentation is only sporadic or incomplete.	
• Evaluation is useful for coming to terms with the past, 
which opens up the risk of limiting freedom of action 
in the future, instead of identifying resources for high 
quality project results.
• Evaluation is done sporadically, rather than regularly. 
As a result, the benefit of evaluation is mostly only 
recognized if serious threats arise to ongoing cooperation.
• There is no clear conclusion or clear milestones for 
joint projects. Projects are then continued endlessly, 
or they vegetate - mostly because the desired result 
fails to appear.	
• The insights from the evaluation are not used for the 
next project or phase of cooperation in order to benefit 
of past experience.

PAY ATTENTION to some RISKS:
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Overview of results of Clusterland evaluation 2007 evaluation concept
• One key objective in the mid-term strategy of Clusterland Upper Austria is to carry out partner surveys 
and analysis on a regular basis - to elaborate a customer satisfaction / customer retention index
• Internal group within Clusterland worked out a detailed concept together with the Institute for Retailing, 
Sales and Marketing from the university in Linz
• Key objectives	

- Customer satisfaction index	
- Awareness of offered services	
- Quality of offered services	
- Customer service	
- Ideas and demand for further services

• Based on the experiences made 2007 Clusterland will now carry out evaluations on a regular basis 
together with professional opinion research institutes

Lessons learned from evaluation 2007:
• Strong interest among automotive, plastics and mechatronics to work together with each other	

- Social Network Analysis in the automotive, plastics and mechatronics industry to learn more 		
about connections and further cooperation potential	
- Cross-cluster/cross-network activities (e.g. joint advisory board meetings, common events, 		
trainings and seminars)

• Companies lack certain standard of network competence	
- Show and communicate success stories of cooperation projects	
- Training / workshops to enhance network competence within cluster companies	

Lessons learned from evaluation 2009:
• Customer retention	

- The more partners actively participate in cluster activities, the higher customer retention is	
- Rise / improve contact with partner companies, active cooperation initiation	

• C3 	
 - Cooperation Competence Center 	
 - Innovation through Cooperation		
- There is a need / desire for better assistance within cooperation projects (from initiation of 		
project consortiums to project management to finishing of cooperation projects)		
- Set-up of an internal working group to develop of a cooperation oriented service portfolio
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Lessons learned from evaluation 2011:
• Lager networks - more projects - less time for partner service	

- Clusters/networks have grown since 2009, more projects have been initiated, same resources 		
in terms of FTE‘s	
- partners tend to claim about too little time spent by cluster personnel for caring about their needs 	
and desires

• Customer Touch Points - ABCD-Classification of Partners	
- Strategic planning & management of Customer Touch Points	
- ABCD-Classification of Partners in each cluster	
- New CRM-System -> DUKE	
- Professionalization of various points of contact	
- KPI‘s for regular customer contacts	
- Showing interest in customer needs and desires

Kunstoff Cluster of Clusterland Upper Austria GmbH was 
one of the first clusters to obtain the Gold Label.
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