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Promoting Cluster Excellence 

Preface 
 

In the summer of 2009, the European Commission, DG Enterprise and Industry published 
a Call for Expression of Interest in hosting an international workshop on “Measuring and 

Benchmarking the Quality of Cluster Organisations and Performance of Clusters” in order 
to put more attention to this important topic. The hosting of this workshop was offered to 
the Agency of Competence Networks Germany and VDI/VDE-IT – given its ongoing 

activities in the field of benchmarking of clusters and cluster organisations, under the 
patronage of the German Federal Ministry of Economics and Technology (BMWi). The 
event, held in December 2009, was co-organised by FORA, the research and analysis 

division within the Danish Enterprise and Construction Authority (DECA), which is also 
well known for its benchmarking approach on cluster framework conditions. The aim of the 
workshop was to debate how to better measure and benchmark cluster performance and 

the quality of cluster organisations as well as how to make better use of excellent clusters.  

The challenge today is not to create more clusters but rather to strengthen the better ones 
in order to foster innovation and competitiveness. Consequently, many European 

countries are already focussing their national cluster initiatives on the most competitive 
and innovative clusters in order to further strengthen them. So there is no doubt that 
cluster excellence matters, but the key question is how to measure and benchmark the 

performance of clusters and cluster organisations: What are the most appropriate 
approaches to be followed? Many different benchmarking methodologies are currently 
applied, focussing on cluster framework conditions, clusters and cluster organisations.  

The current paper aims to provide an overview of existing good practice examples and 
benchmarking methods in order to assess clusters and their organisational performance. 
In addition, the paper reflects future trends in good cluster management as discussed 

during the workshop, and it looks into the question of how to make better use of excellent 
clusters.   

Competence Network Germany and FORA would like to thank all presenters whose 

methods are described in this paper as well as those who provided additional input in the 
form of comments and suggestions. 

 
 
 

Gerd Meier zu Köcker     Jørgen Rosted 
Director, Competence Networks Germany    Director, FORA 
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Promoting Cluster Excellence 

Introduction 
 

In the past, many specific cluster policies have been designed at all levels to nurture the 
emergence and strengthening of clusters. Yet, the future still holds an untapped potential 
for research and innovation policies to become more efficient by using clusters to 

implement support programmes and to address societal challenges in a more strategic 
and focused manner. Clusters provide fertile eco-systems for companies to thrive, which 
drive innovation, regional development and competitiveness. The strong link between 

clusters and innovation opens the opportunity to implement research and innovation 
support programmes through excellent clusters. 

Through clusters not only individual firms can be supported but groups of firms, which 

represents a more promising approach in terms of the efficiency and potential impact of 
individual public support actions. As a result, the commercialisation of R&D results can be 
better ensured and SMEs can be better engaged into larger scale projects through cluster 

organisations.  

Thus, the challenge today is not to create more clusters but rather to create better and 
more sustainable ones. Although this sounds logical, it is not quite so easy to achieve in 

practice. This represents a paradigm change for public authorities involved in cluster 
policies as well as for cluster practitioners, and it may have a significant impact for future 
cluster funding and development. 

Promoting cluster excellence by measuring and benchmarking cluster performance and 
the quality of cluster organisations became already popular in the past. Many European 
countries set up national initiative focussing to support the best clusters (France, 

Germany, Hungary, Sweden, Norway, etc.). In addition, scientific-based approaches and 
methodologies are currently applied in this respect. As a consequence, there is an 
increasing demand for tools and approaches to measure such performance.  

In order to put this efficiency-focused approach into practice, evidence-based information 
on cluster performance and strong partners are necessary, which are identified via both 
quantitative and qualitative methodologies such as statistical cluster mapping, quality 

indicators or benchmarking.  

 

Why does cluster excellence matter and how to better exploit it? 
 
Cluster excellence matters for many reasons. It contributes to more prosperity for regions, 
better competitiveness for enterprises and more return on investment for investors. 
Excellence is needed at different levels, including at the level of cluster policies, cluster 

initiatives and cluster organisations. Since cluster excellence can be used for different 
purposes, different indicators and approaches are required to identify cluster excellence, 
ranging from benchmarking exercises and quality criteria to ex-post evaluations of results. 

Cluster excellence also matters when seeking more value for money for research and 
innovation public support. In this respect, it would be beneficial if a common approach 
would be followed to identify “high performance” clusters and “professional” cluster 

organisations that promise to achieve best results. For this purpose, excellence could, for 
example, be expressed in terms of cluster growth, high productivity and innovativeness of 
firms. However, a sector-specific approach might also have to be followed in this respect. 
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This, as well as what includes the necessary professional expertise for contract 
management are the subject for discussions. 

Whereas it is well understood why cluster excellence matters for regions and cluster firms, 
it still needs some better understanding why and how clusters could be used more 
effectively in pursuit of other policy goals. Granting clusters a privileged access to public 

funding is bound to specific conditions that must be met. First of all, the cluster approach 
must be relevant to better achieve the policy goals, which needs to be clearly 
demonstrated. Moreover, not only promising clusters must be present in the selected field 

in order to have an impact, but the cluster also has to be managed and represented by an 
excellent cluster organisation for the support to be efficiently channelled through to cluster 
firms. 

Key questions to this topic are: 

 Which different concepts for cluster excellence exist? What are the common 
characteristics, what are the main differences between them? 

 In which areas can cluster excellence be used to achieve policy goals more 
effectively? What are the prospects and what the limits of such a selective approach 
based on cluster excellence? 

 Which indicators could be used in order to define cluster excellence, taking into 
account different cluster concepts and different stages of maturity? 

 What are the obstacles for cluster organisations to participate in FP7 programmes 

currently? 

 
Quality criteria and benchmarking of cluster organisations 

The strength and future prospects of a cluster is very much linked to the strengths and 
professionalism of the cluster organisation, which provides or channels specialised and 
customised business support services and added-values to the cluster members. Cluster 

management of high quality is therefore seen as essential to promote cluster excellence. 

Raising the quality level of cluster organisations needs appropriate performance indicators 
and an identification of required criteria that cluster organisations have to accomplish. 

Several methodologies exist at national or regional level to gain feedback on the 
performance of cluster organisations and the quality of their services. Additionally, an 
interesting area for many cluster initiatives is the benchmarking with their peers, which 

gives further insights into their quality and offers opportunities for improvements. 

“Cluster-excellence.eu”, the European Cluster Excellence Initiative supported under PRO 
INNO Europe, will promote the excellence of cluster management by developing sound 

quality indicators and peer-assessment procedures. Its objective is to set up an approach 
for quality labelling of cluster management and develop training materials in order to help 
cluster organisations achieve high levels of excellence in their duties and to be able to 

indicate this to SMEs considering to join cluster organisations. 
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Key questions to this topic are  

 How can the quality of cluster organisations be measured? What are possible key 

criteria and indicators of excellent cluster management? 

 Who could be the users of a Cluster Excellence Quality Label? 

 How can the diversity of cluster organisations in Europe be taken into account? 

 Which procedures should be followed for a Cluster Excellence Quality Label? What 
should be the status of the label and who could further implement it? 

 
Measuring the performance of clusters 

A key issue for all policy-makers is to monitor the effectiveness and efficiency of their 
cluster programmes and to have a clear feedback whether the intended objectives have 

been realised or not. Information on the performance and dynamics of clusters allows 
impact assessment, benchmarking and in consequence a learning from the results in 
order to reorient and improve cluster policy instruments. 

Since several cluster initiatives are being launched in emerging fields and industries, 
where performance yet cannot be easily measured, it is also essential to estimate the 
potential of cluster growth. Currently, different analytical tools and methods are used at 

different stages of the cluster policy-making process in different countries. Performance 
data can include, for example, employment, productivity, number of establishments, new 
products and process, patents, turnover, number of spin-offs or number of projects with 

industry and so on. A study prepared by the European Cluster Alliance gives an overview 
of the current international good practices and perspectives in this respect. The European 
Cluster Observatory’s second phase will also include new data on cluster performance 

and on regional business framework conditions. 

Key questions to this topic are: 

 How can cluster performance be measured statistically? 

 How can cluster potential be measured? 

 How can individual cluster strengths be captured empirically? 

 Which input and output indicators could be developed to gain a better understanding of 

the strong and weak elements of a cluster? 

 

Making better use of clusters to implement research and innovation programmes 

Following the great financial and political support for cluster development in recent years, 
the question arises how clusters can also be used in support of other policy goals than 
regional development and competitiveness. In France, for example, it can be observed 

that R&D in strategic areas is channelled to a large extent through clusters; similar 
approaches are followed or considered in other Member States, like in Germany or 
Hungary. 

At Community level, cluster organisations are eligible partners in many R&D programmes. 
However, no systematic approach is yet followed at Community level to offer preferential 
treatment to clusters and/or cluster organisations. In view of the new Innovation Plan as 

well as of FP8 it should be discussed, to which extent clusters and cluster organisations 
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should be considered as privileged partners to implement policy objectives through 
research and innovation support. 

 

Key questions to this topic are: 

 What kind of procedures could be used for channelling research and innovation 

funding through clusters? 

 What role can a cluster organisation play and what the cluster members? To which 
extent can cluster organisations represent the cluster as a whole and assume financial 

risks? 

 What kind of approach should be followed in what areas? What can be learned in this 
respect from Member States? 
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1.  Why Does Cluster Excellence Matter? 
 

Clusters and cluster organisations must seek excellence in order to better serve the needs 
of enterprises and support their competitiveness; this should be the baseline objective of 
all cluster initiatives. However, today enterprises and clusters face new ways of dealing 

with innovation and management of knowledge in order to be efficient and successful in a 
more open-knowledge environment.  

The increasing competition in innovation and the growing importance of knowledge may 

transform clusters. All enterprises, even the largest one, may have to collaborate. 
Therefore it would be important that policy makers, at both national and European levels, 
consider these changing conditions to encourage enterprises and clusters to efficiently 

adapt their innovation strategy and successfully access to global networks.  

On the other hand policy makers are challenged to implement their research and 
innovation programmes more effectively with better return on investment and higher 

valorisation of results. There is a need for a continuous and sound evaluation of national 
and regional cluster programmes on whether the respective cluster initiatives are 
delivering the expected results. In this respect, there is a tendency of cluster policies to 

move from a general to a more selective approach in the support of clusters.  

Today’s key challenges such as aging, access to clean water, energy supply etc need 
rapid and efficient responses. Considering these growing new areas of innovation and 

knowledge management, policy makers could rely on the highest performing clusters to 
more efficiently channel R&D financing and to better tackle these key societal challenges. 
Moreover, the multi-disciplinary nature of these problems calls for a new design of policy 

mix, where the partnerships of clusters with different sectoral background could be further 
explored. 

Also, when thinking about exploiting clusters, the “digital generation” has to be taken into 

account. The “digital society” requires adjustments in cooperation and new forms of 
knowledge management for cluster organisations to consider the globally dispersed 
knowledge and start collaborating with “special knowledge hubs”. Regarding 

benchmarking and measurement of clusters, new strategy tools should therefore 
acknowledge these virtual new collaboration and interaction and encourage a “Digital 
Cluster Excellence”.  

In the following chapters, individual statements are given by the invited experts of the 
workshop summarising the main topics of the given presentations 

 

1.1  How to Make Better Use of Excellent Clusters?  

Reinhard Büscher (Head of the Unit, European Commission, DG Enterprise & Industry) 
explained that until now the main question was how to better promote clusters, resulting in 

the more ambitious question of how to support the development of better clusters. The 
objective of the European cluster policy approach, as summarised in the Communication 
“Towards more world-class clusters in the European Union: implementing the 
broad-based strategy for innovation”1 was to create more world-class clusters in 
Europe. He pointed out that this policy agenda is still far from being completed, as there is 

                                                 
1 COM (2008) 652 of 17.10.2008 
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still much scope for improving cluster policies, for example areas such as strengthening 
the internationalisation of cluster activities, adapting the cluster concept to the new, “white 

fields” of innovation by launching cross-sectoral cluster initiatives in emerging industries or 
better addressing user-driven innovation through clusters. According to him, in these 
areas the cluster concept would definitely have to be adapted in order to keep pace with 

new economic developments.  

Mr. Büscher further stressed that a new challenge concerns the question how to make 
better use of excellent clusters in response to societal challenges. This would require 

shifting the focus from supporting clusters to using them more effectively. Clusters are 
said to provide a more productive and innovative environment for enterprises, and this 
could maybe also used to achieve a higher impact of research and innovation support. 

The issue is not to consider clusters as privileged or even exclusive partners for finding 
better solutions but to build upon and exploit the cluster concept, which is based on 
collaboration between companies and research institutes and other institutions offering 

knowledge to businesses.  

Finally he revealed that following such an approach would provide strong incentives to 
raise the profile and excellence of clusters. It still needs to be demonstrated in which ways 

cluster organisations could effectively meet such expectations of policy makers in 
research and innovation programmes. However, cluster organisations should not be 
treated in a special manner per se. Rather than limiting competition, the rules for 

participation should be revised with the objective to give higher importance to impact and 
commercialisation; this would put cluster organisations in a rather comfortable position to 
successfully compete as they can draw upon a wide range of talents and competences. 

Policy makers should expect more from cluster organisations such as bringing ideas faster 
to the market, involving SMEs better to research projects or delivering inter-disciplinary 
results. This new approach is not about pre-selecting the winners, but to find new ways to 

implement public policy goals. This would allow moving away from directly supporting 
clusters to a more efficient implementation of research and innovation programmes 
through clusters. This can be considered as the best test whether working in a triple helix 

environment really offers better results than the old model of research and innovation 
support. 

 
 

 

The questions lying ahead: 

 Where and how can cluster organisations make a difference? 

 In which research areas does clustering offer a competitive advantage? 

 What can clusters offer that other consortia do not have? 

 How to use clusters to address societal challenges? 
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Discussions on the topic: 
 

Michel Ganoote from OSEO added that the new INNO-Net on clusters will drive the 
European Cluster Alliance2 forward, which one has strong potential to become the 
laboratory for the development and testing of new cluster concepts in the EU. Its main role 

will be to explore new or better policy solutions in fields where no satisfactory solutions 
exist yet. One of its tasks will be to develop and test new forms of channelling research 
and innovation support through clusters. He stated that clusters may offer an ideal 

approach to provide research and innovation support more selectively, which would 
require agreement on the selection criteria for “excellent” clusters as well as the 
identification of the best procedures to be followed. 

Mari Jose Arangueren from Orkestra, Spain emphasized the importance of cluster 
organisations in identifying the right partners for research and innovation projects, since 
they can bridge different needs among different policies and integrate the different aspects 

of complex problems. She also placed attention on the importance of inter-cluster 
innovation projects, and how diverse and multidisciplinary problems could be better 
tackled. 

Jorge Andres Sanchez Papaspiliou from Corallia, Greece highlighted the need for gap-
analysis to determine the areas of necessary public interventions. He suggested 
identifying the “grand challenges” and to design restricted calls for clusters to address 

specific areas, where clustering provides an added value. This could create the critical 
mass in fields, where Europe has a potential for new competitive advantages. 

In the discussion the example of “Innovation Express” was also mentioned, which was the 

joint call for proposals supported by national/regional agencies and authorities within the 
INNET project supported under the PRO INNO Europe initiative. Innovation Express funds 
a set of innovation support activities to initiate, develop, enhance technological co-

operation between European clusters for the prime benefit of their SME members. This 
will be done in accordance to the specific national/regional funding programmes of the 
participating INNET partners and based on their organisations' rules. 

Additional examples for the possible role of clusters in channelling R&D to SME are 
collective research projects, mentioned by Simone Hagenauer from ecoplus Lower 
Austria. Collective research projects are currently supported by the CORNET3 programme 

or FP7 Research for the benefit of SME associations. These programmes addressing 
SME associations/cluster organisations enable the involvement of smaller companies 
("user groups"), who are not able to do international research on their own. Cluster 

organisations play a crucial role in defining the research task for the benefit of a larger 
group of companies, building the bridge between SME and R&D, managing the projects 
and disseminating the results to a wider group of beneficiaries.  

                                                 
2 www.proinno-europe.eu/eca 

3 CORNET is an ERANET project and stands for COllective Research NETworking. It is a network for collaboration between 

national and regional programmes and schemes for collective research across Europe. The objective is to promote close 

cooperation between the responsible national/regional ministries and agencies and to create opportunities to set up 

transnational collective research with national/regional funding. This means that CORNET partners in the 18 participating 

countries and regions are working together to align programme conditions and procedures.  
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1.2  Policy-maker Perspective, The New Nature of Innovation 

Jørgen Rosted (Director, FORA4, Denmark) began his presentation by stressing that 

world-leading companies are changing their strategic focus and benefit from new sources 
of innovation. Indeed enterprises’ business focus and way of innovation is being 
influenced by new sources of innovation such as “unique individual experience, global 

challenges and welfare challenges.”  

Thus, continued Mr. Rosted, co-creation between companies and customers involved in 
processes of innovation may be necessary to harvest the benefit of these new sources of 

innovation. Indeed global knowledge sharing and collaborative networks will gradually 
transform the manner in which companies operate. The role of technology for companies’ 
innovation is changing and will no longer be in the centre of companies’ innovation, but 

will act as an enabler for innovation. He emphasised, that enterprises will need to go 
further and understand technologies in order to successfully innovate. Excellent clusters 
should help them to achieve such a goal.  

According to Jørgen Rosted, the new drivers and sources for innovation illustrated 
important new trends or areas where something new emerged on a firm level. Until 
recently, these trends developed on a small scale within unique companies or niche 

markets, but, Mr. Rosted revealed that in the future more and more companies will react 
to the changing conditions for businesses and will begin to innovate in these new ways.  

In addition, he noted that the new nature of innovation is expected to have far-reaching 

policy implications. With regards to the role of EU, and the development of excellent 
clusters, it is believed that future EU innovation policies should give incentives for 
companies from excellent clusters to collaborate and find new solutions. Furthermore, the 

EU commission could formulate specific challenges to be solved and direct them towards 
clusters of excellence.   

An attempt has been made in the New Nature of Innovation report to identify new forms of 

innovation policy. Based on studies of new innovation policies in leading OECD countries, 
dialogue with leading international innovation experts and policy makers, some policy 
implications have been outlined.  

 Build knowledge and competencies necessary for a new nature of innovation to 
flourish. 

 Create new platforms 

 Introduce smart regulation 

 Use intelligent demand 

Governments across the EU could enhance innovation by investing heavily in new know-

ledge and competencies necessary for a new nature of innovation to get a stronghold.  

 

 

 
 

                                                 
4 FORA is independent research unit within the ambit of the Danish Ministry for Economic and Business Affairs 
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1.3  Cluster Organisation Perspective, Cluster Management in the Cloud 

Klaus Haasis (CEO, MFG Baden-Württemberg) introduced MFG as a Cluster 

Organisation and a “cluster service provider” since its project portfolio ranges from 
research initiatives to education projects to cluster management – all with a focus on 
regional development and innovation support.  

Regarding clusters’ management and clusters’ performance, he emphasised that the key 
question would be to take into consideration today increased “cloud” in which cluster 
managers have to operate. According to him, when thinking about exploiting clusters, the 

“digital generation” must be taken into account - with a cluster understanding very different 
from the classic approach. Indeed, cluster managers have to adapt to these “digital 
framework conditions” as services and processes that were applicable some years ago 

will no longer be competitive.   

A “Digital Cluster Excellence” is about to outstrip the classic approach. Questions cluster 
managers have to answer today are: “Can Cluster Excellence take place in the cloud?” 

This new paradigm has to be taken into account when discussing measurement and 
benchmarking. There are dozens of monitoring and strategy tools but these are no longer 
state of the art because they do not acknowledge the component of virtual collaboration 

and interaction.  As a consequence, the aim is to explore how standard online tools in the 
cloud could facilitate the daily work of cluster managers. The main task in the next 10 
years is to include Digital Cluster Excellence in Classic Cluster Development.  

Mr. Haasis concluded by saying that in terms of knowledge management, the challenge 
lies in the way employees of cluster organisations learn and adapt to new technological 
trends. According to him, the question would be to know where cluster organisations get 

their knowledge from. The Manifesto of the Year of Creativity and Innovation states that 
workplaces need to be transformed into learning sites. For cluster organisations this 
implies that they have to team up with innovative companies and research institutes to 

follow and collaborate on future innovations. One scenario how this could work for 
example would be the creation of labs. As innovation processes become more and more 
open firms, universities and other innovation actors have to look for efficient ways to 

access globally-dispersed knowledge and collaborate with these specialised knowledge 
hubs – wherever in the world they are located.  
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1.4  Cluster Firm Perspective 

Stian Rustad (CEO, 24Sevenoffice ASA and founding member of the cluster IKT 

Grenland, Norway) began by presenting his company. Established in 1997 in the 
Grenland region, 24Sevenoffice currently counts 83 employees and owns offices in Oslo, 
Skien, Kristiansand and Stockholm. He proudly noted that with a 60% growth in 2009 

compared to 2008, 24Sevenoffice is today one of the fastest companies on the Oslo Stock 
Exchange. 

Being one of the two founders of IKT Grenland, Mr. Rustad emphasised the motive for the 

creation of the cluster. He explained that back to 2001 software development 
entrepreneurs could not find any satisfactory attention from national and regional actors. 
Governments, universities and media were not offering appropriate responses to their 

visions.  

 They needed an ICT environment to: 

 Discuss technology and business 

 Get access to technology and share their own technology 

 Find recruitment opportunities 

 Access investors, banks, consultants 

 Develop spin-offs and new projects 

Mr. Rustad revealed that the main challenge was to create a good level of trust among the 
members by always talking well about each other. IKT Grenland is a non-profit member 

organisation; founded in 2002 it has been part of the national Cluster Program Arena 
since 2007. IKT Grenland currently counts 85 members, 50 ICT companies, among which 
80 % dealing with software development.  

He further stressed that with an annual turnover of 700 K€ in 2009 IKT Grenland is the 
fastest growing region in Norway in ICT employment (268%) since 2000. Although it still 
mainly operates at national level, the cluster is preparing its internationalisation. 

Mr. Rustad pointed out that while the Grenland region used to be only industry focused, it 
counts today more employment in ICT than in paper industry. With a few resources IKT 
Grenland already achieved a lot.  

Its main activity areas consist in: 

 Building meeting places and community 

 Attracting talent to technology education 

 Developing competency in their core areas 

 Joining R&D efforts 

 Communicating/Brand building. 
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2.  Benchmarking of Cluster Initiatives 

Benchmarking of cluster organisations describes the process of comparing a given cluster 

organisation, the management as well as the services with those from other cluster 
organisations. The comparison within the benchmarking process is not based on a 
universally valid definite rating scale, but on individual comparison criteria. Thereby 

benchmarking provides a very good orientation on how a certain cluster organisation is 
placed and how it performs compared to similar cluster organisations. Unlike other 
rankings benchmarking gives the opportunity to learn actively from one another. 

Benchmarking is therefore not only a goal-oriented way to a skills assessment but also an 
attempt to compare with others, learn from each other (“What is necessary and what is 
possible?”) to optimise one’s performing. Thus benchmarking is also an instrument for a 

steady improvement of one’s own work.  

For cluster organisations it is important to reflect the defined goals and tasks every so 
often and to analyse the specific structures and procedures of the cluster that have 

evolved since its foundation. That is especially important in terms of the continuously 
changes of the economic and technological conditions.  

Benchmarking of cluster organisations can also be used to select a certain, well 

performing group, for dedicated public supporting activities. Thus, benchmarking of cluster 
organisation can be of benefit for  

 Cluster organisations and management 

 Executive boards, 

 Policy makers and funding authorities   

 Members 

In order to find excellent clusters and excellent cluster organisations, sound quality 
indicators are thusly needed. Several methodologies, such as benchmarking exercises, 
exist at national or regional levels to gain feedback on the performance of cluster 

organisations and the quality of their services.  

The presented national experiences of clusters’ selection in Hungary, Germany and 
Sweden rely on a set of quality indicators that aims to identify the most competitive and 

highest performing clusters in the country. They all appear to consider the quality of 
cluster organisations as a key indicator of future clusters’ performance. It is worth noting 
that the structure, the professionalism and the ability of the management of the cluster is 

indeed usually considered as an indicator of a cluster’s capability to efficiently manage 
cooperative R&D projects. The benchmarking approach, set up by the Agency of 
Competence Networks has been mainly designed to initiate mutual learning among the 

benchmarked clusters in order to increase cluster management performance. The 
Hungarian accreditation labelling process intends to progressively identify key pole 
innovation clusters capable of channelling more important R&D funding and efficiently 

supporting innovation activities. The Swedish Vinnväxt Program intends to develop the 
use of “soft indicators” in order to better measure the level of performance of the network 
management. Furthermore, it was pointed out by the German experience that an efficient 

national or international benchmarking must rely on a high quality portfolio of clusters to 
improve the identification of the most performing organisations and ensure a fair 
comparison and mutual learning between organisations. The development of the 

European Excellence Initiative might rely on these national experiences to favour the 
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identification and the exchange of information between European excellent cluster 
initiatives and encourage better cooperation and competitiveness of European clusters. 

Another initiative of cluster benchmarking in Poland was announced in November 2009. 
The project is planned to be completed in the second half of 2010 and the methodology is 
based on the adaptation to Polish conditions, diverse methods and experiences coming 

mainly from the countries of Western Europe and in particular from Scandinavian 
countries. The proposed concept of benchmarking is based on an assumption of making a 
relatively comprehensive analysis of the phenomenon of cluster and not only a limited 

analysis of areas able for benchmarking. That is why the logic and structure of the whole 
research (and in the consequence the research tools), consists of two integral elements: 
cluster characteristics and cluster benchmarking. 5 key areas of cluster benchmarking 

were identified and within these areas 18 specific areas were indicated. The proposed 
method of benchmarking uses both quantitative and qualitative methods.  

 

2.1  Accreditation of Clusters – The Hungarian Case 

Zita Zombori (Managing Director of the Pole Programme Office, Hungary) presented the 
Hungarian Pole Program as a comprehensive economic development program that 

harmonises the sources of several operational programs of the Hungarian NSRF5 2007-
2013 with total funds worth €1.5 billion. The national cluster development policy forms part 
of the Pole Program.  

She started by presenting clusters and cluster programs in Hungary before the Pole 
Program. Since 2000, with the creation of Hungary’s first clusters, a general lack of trust 
and confidence among business actors and an inadequate number of business 

cooperation has been reported within the Hungary’s 48 existing clusters. Besides, there 
were no stable and consistent policies for existing business cooperations and clusters. 
Therefore it appeared urgent to implement an efficient and professional management of 

clusters, support the financing of clusters and cluster projects and manage intellectual 
property problems. 

Zita Zombori stated that in the framework of the Pole Program, Hungary developed a 

unique four-stage cluster development model providing different support schemes for 
cooperations and clusters according to their development level. The accreditation of 
clusters was intended to place them at the appropriate stage of the cluster development 

model but also to entitle winning clusters to preferential treatment and dedicated support 
sources.  

The evaluation model is a fact-based accreditation evaluation system based on 

quantitative and qualitative criteria with the aim of selecting the most promising initiatives.  

 Cooperation in the cluster 

 Members of the cluster 

 Business performance of the SME members 

 R&D performance 

 Strategic and operational plan 

                                                 
5 National Strategic Reference Framework 
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An objective of the Cluster Accreditation Pole Programme is to identify, by 2013-2015, five 
to ten successful Poles Innovation Clusters in Hungary able to reach a significant market 

share in Europe (Stage 4 of the Cluster development) 

Three prior accreditation stages correspond to three different levels of cluster 
development (start-up cooperation initiatives, developing co-operations and accredited 

clusters). 

The labelled clusters benefit by a sole right for applying for dedicated Pole Program 
sources. Also, they benefit from advantages and preferential treatment in many calls for 

proposals. The form of support relies on the level of development assigned to the cluster 
through calls for proposals. Through its support to Cluster initiatives (stage 1) and 
Developing clusters (stage 2), the Program supports the starting and strengthening of 

existing cooperation. This supports is focused on the strengthening of the cluster 
management. Mrs Zombori concluded that a further aim of the Pole Program is to support 
co-operations that have the potential to produce high added value, are innovative and 

export-oriented – the Pole Program labels these co-operations as accredited clusters 
(Stage 3) and pole innovation clusters (Stage 4). 

 

2.2  The Swedish Cluster Initiative Vinnväxt 

Lars-Gunnar Larsson (Programme Director Vinnväxt, VINNOVA) began his presentation 
by giving a few facts about Vinnova. Established in 2001 and located in Stockholm, 

Vinnova is a leading government innovation-support agency dependent on the Ministry of 
Enterprise, Energy and Communication. With a yearly dedicated budget of 180 M€ 
(exclusive administrative expenses) and a 180 staff, Vinnova aims at promoting 

sustainable economic growth by financing R&D and developing innovation systems. 
Hence, its main mission focuses on strengthening research cooperation between 
universities, research institutes and companies and other actors of the Swedish innovation 

system.  

The specific Vinnväxt Program is a national initiative aiming at leveraging on regional 
processes. With a yearly budget in 2009 of €8.5 million, and a same regional funding, the 

Vinnväxt strategy supports the development of strong research and innovation 
environments, stimulates a “Triple Helix” based regional partnerships to improve 
internationalization of regional innovation systems and fosters coordination of resources. 

This strategy has been implemented since 2001 through several calls for proposals and is 
regularly reconsidered according to assessment outcomes.  

Furthermore, stated Mr. Larsson, a Strategy for Learning was designed to optimise the 

Vinnväxt Programme and answer expectations coming from all its funding partners. This 
strategy is intended: 

 To favor a better understanding on the program’s efficiency (system management)  

 To ensure the development of complementary actions to the program (investment) 

 To answer to extended requests on the program’s efficiency (legitimacy)  
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To reach this goal, a set of support activities has been developed within this Learning 
Strategy:  

 Triple helix management course 

 Two meetings/year with process managers/ thematic focus  

 Yearly assessments (annual reports with interviews and dialogue, impact 

indicators)   

 Evaluation every third year by international teams looking at “the system” and “the 
content” 

 Communication program 

 Learning projects  

 Studies of common interest 

 Gender issues 

 Stimulation of internationalisation,  

 Connection to other VINNOVA programs 

Lars-Gunnar Larsson added that the indicators used to measure the Vinnväxt program’s 
performance rely on national datasets and information coming from members of the 
initiative. 

Growth indicators: 

 (Un)employment, mobility, competence 

 Start-ups, new products, patents, exports and imports 

 Economic results 

R&D indicators: 

 Publications 

 Research/ Industry cooperation 

 Attractiveness for researchers 

It is intended to foster the use of “soft indicators” to measure more systematically the level 

of development of regional governance, the degree of ”trust” among cluster members, the 
“social capital” and the development of innovative networks and co-operations. 

Mr. Larsson concluded his presentation by saying that indicators assessing the level of 

attraction of the Research and Innovation environment to people, companies and money 
have allowed a proper impact analysis of the all cluster strategy. 
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2.3  Benchmarking of Cluster and Cluster Organisations –  
       The German Initiative Kompetenznetze Deutschland  

Gerd Meier zu Köcker (Head of Agency Kompetenznetze Deutschland) began by 
presenting the Initiative Kompetenznetze Deutschland (Networks of Competence) as the 
“League of the best clusters” in Germany. Thus, membership to the Initiative can be 

considered as a quality label assigned to the best regional networks / clusters.  

The initiative was founded in 1999 by the Federal Ministry of Economics and Technology 
(BMWi) in order to further strengthen the most competitive regional networks and clusters 

in Germany and support the development of worldwide clusters.  

He also noted that membership to this Initiative is an acknowledgement of the existing 
good performance level of regional networks / clusters. Such selection is done by an 

independent scientific board and relies on a set of criteria addressing both cluster’s 
members and cluster’s organisations. All members have to fulfil the following criteria: 

 Thematic focus 

 Regional concentration and foothold 

 Organisation and identity of the network 

 Players from various levels of the value chain 

 Collaborative development of technologies and high tech products 

 Sustainability of the network / cluster 

 High potential for future growth and innovation; potential of added value 

However, he pointed out that the main challenge was to set up an appropriate approach to 
efficiently measure the quality, the performance and the competitiveness of members and 
candidates to the Initiative Kompetenznetze Deutschland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: History of benchmarking approach 

National level

Design of quality
criteria for cluster

management
excellence based on 

benchmarking
indicators

(ECEI)

1st cluster
benchmarked

Presentation of 
benchmarking

approach towards
international 
community

(San Sebastian)

2007

Finalisation of 
benchmarking

approach

2006

tional level

25th cluster
benchmarked

Interna

First benchmarking
based evaluation

of clusters

50th cluster
benchmarked

1st foreign
cluster

benchmarked

Integration of 
cluster member

satisfaction
analysis in 

benchmarking
approach

Publication of a 
guideline for an EFQM 

based peer assessment 
for cluster 

managements

Opening of    
comparative

benchmarking
portfolio for

foreign clusters
(official listing)  

75th cluster
benchmarked

Development of 
ality criteria for 

ovation agencies 
thin the IMQ- Net 

project 
(EC funded) 

qu
inn
wi

Development
of the bench-

marking
approach for

clusters

2008 2009

Finalisation of 
benchmarking

approach

National level

Design of quality
criteria for cluster

management
excellence based on 

benchmarking
indicators

(ECEI)

1st cluster
benchmarked

Presentation of 
benchmarking

approach towards
international 
community

(San Sebastian)

2007

Finalisation of 
benchmarking

approach

2006

tional level

25th cluster
benchmarked

Interna

First benchmarking
based evaluation

of clusters

50th cluster
benchmarked

1st foreign
cluster

benchmarked

Integration of 
cluster member

satisfaction
analysis in 

benchmarking
approach

Publication of a 
guideline for an EFQM 

based peer assessment 
for cluster 

managements

Opening of    
comparative

benchmarking
portfolio for

foreign clusters
(official listing)  

75th cluster
benchmarked

Development of 
ality criteria for 

ovation agencies 
thin the IMQ- Net 

project 
(EC funded) 

qu
inn
wi

Development
of the bench-

marking
approach for

clusters

2008 2009

Finalisation of 
benchmarking

approach

 

 

 19



Promoting Cluster Excellence 

Hence, the Agency of Kompetenznetze Deutschland designed in 2007 a benchmarking 
approach to enable measurement, assessment and comparison between clusters’ 

performance (Fig. 1). Dedicated focus is given to cluster organisations, but other aspects 
related to the clusters themselves are also regarded. This method allows thus a better 
assessment of the applying candidates as well as to increase the performance of the 

members of the Initiative. The latter target group is the most important since the 
benchmarking approach is mainly designed to initiate mutual learning among the 
benchmarked clusters and increase the performance of the cluster management. Indeed 

well performing cluster managements were considered to be one of the most relevant key 
success factors.   

Mr. Meier zu Köcker presented then the seven dimensions of the benchmarking approach, 

which one address the framework conditions of the cluster, its actors and the cluster 
organisation: 

 Cluster structure 

 Financing of cluster organisation 

 Typology and governance 

 Diversity of services offered by the cluster organisation  

 Output of services 

 International orientation and visibility 

 Achievements and reputation  

He noted further that the comparative portfolio is the key success factor for benchmarking, 
regardless of the benchmarking area. The current 100 member clusters currently 
registered in the portfolio of the Initiative Kompetenznetze Deutschland appeared to have 

comparable quality, performance and structure features. Besides, benchmarked German 
non-member clusters or European clusters have been registered in the comparative 
portfolios only if their benchmarking results were above the threshold.  
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Figure 2: Pattern of the seven sub-dimensions of IKT Grenland Cluster compared to a „Perfect 

Cluster“ (100 % in each sub-dimensions) as well as to the comparative portfolios (ICT and all 

registered Quality Clusters), 
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According to Mr. Meier zu Köcker such approach was intended to assure a long-term high 
quality of the benchmarking comparative portfolio.  

 Clusters can be benchmarked against pre-selected groups with specific 
characteristics (technological domain wise, size wise, age wise) 

 A flexible approach allows to encompass the broad variety of clusters and cluster 

initiatives 

 A simple procedure consisting of a face-to-face dialogue (max. half-day) between 
the cluster management and the Benchmarking Team  

 The method assures a transparent way to measure the performance of clusters 
willing to join the Initiative Competence Networks Germany and may thus support 
the Scientific Board in making the right decisions 

 The benchmarking is mainly addressed to the cluster management. It doesn’t 
provide information whether a publicly funded cluster initiative has met the political 
objectives nor can substitute an impact assessment 

 

Regarding this experience of benchmarking within the Initiative Competence Networks 
Germany, he concluded that although most of the 85 clusters benchmarked so far are 

member clusters of the Initiative Networks of Competence Germany, the interest of foreign 
clusters is increasing. Since October 2009 and the opening of the benchmarking to non-
resident clusters, about 10 clusters from Austria, Denmark, Norway and Switzerland have 

been benchmarked (s. Figure 2).  

Furthermore, he mentioned that there is a trend in Germany to include the cluster 
benchmarking approach in conventional cluster evaluation approaches. This is mainly 

intended to show policy makers where the funded cluster stands compared to others. 

Gerd Meier zu Köcker concluded that within the EC-funded European Cluster Excellence 
Initiative, the Agency of Competence Networks Germany and its consortium partners are 

designing quality criteria to improve future cluster management excellence. Therefore the 
benchmarking approach currently in use has to be considered as a complementary action, 
serving the same purpose: to increase competitiveness of European clusters.   

 

2.4  European Cluster Excellence Initiative  

Emiliano Duch (Professor at the IESE Business School in Barcelona) began his 

presentation by stressing that the main interest of the European Cluster Excellence 
Initiative - Cluster-Excellence.eu- is to gather key European figures and organisations in 
order to identify and set up quality indicators and peer-assessments of cluster 

management.  

Mr. Duch pointed out that a relevant number of cluster-related projects were launched by 
the European Commission in order to improve cluster policy in Europe and optimise the 

efficiency of cluster organisations. Since its beginning in September 2009 the European 
Cluster Excellence Initiative has been a central part of the European Commission strategy 
to further strengthen clusters in Europe.  

The Cluster-Excellence.eu aims at developing training materials and setting up a relevant 
approach to label the quality of cluster organisations. Such labelling is intended to support 
cluster managers in achieving high levels of excellence and succeeding in their peer-
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assessments. Besides, revealed Emiliano Duch, the Cluster-Excellence.eu will then create 
and act as a club of professionals and institutions promoting cluster management 

excellence and diffusing the Quality Label among its members. 

The initiative will be made up of the following features: 

 Services will be provided in Europe on a self-sustaining basis 

 The Quality Labelling might follow the EFQM model  

 The labelling peer review system may allow a rapid scaling of qualified reviewers  

 Training materials will be licensed to all organisations or academic institutions 

willing to get involved in the Cluster Management Training 

 The created Club is intended to welcome professionals and institutions under a 
membership basis 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Main working areas of the ECEI 

Emiliano Duch concluded by emphasising that the objectives of the Cluster-Excellence.eu 

are: 

 To develop and test the acceptance of a Quality Management Approach for Cluster 
Management relying on: 

 A mutual understanding of quality indicators  

 Friendly peer-assessments  

 To develop support training materials for cluster managers and help them achieve 

excellence regarding the designed quality indicators  

 To offer a self-explanatory teaching methodology supported by case-studies 

 To foster attractiveness of a cluster manager’ s profession 

 To spread the peer-review procedure for the quality label among cluster managers 

 To promote the availability of training schemes for cluster managers 
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3.  Measuring the Performance and Potential of Clusters 

A key issue for all policy-makers is to monitor the effectiveness and efficiency of their 

cluster programmes and to have a clear feedback whether the intended objectives have 
been realised or not. Information on the performance and dynamics of clusters allows 
impact assessment, benchmarking and in consequence a learning from the results in 

order to reorient and improve cluster policy instruments. Since several cluster initiatives 
are being launched in emerging fields and industries, where performance cannot be easily 
measured yet, it is also essential to estimate the potential of cluster growth.  

Different analytical tools and methods are thus used at different stages of the cluster 
policy-making process to assess the performance of the cluster itself or its potential. 
Performance assessment procedures of clusters implemented in Japan and France 

illustrate that clusters’ evaluation may be used as an efficient pragmatic tool for the 
monitoring of framework conditions as well as for clusters’ self-improvement. For 
example, the French evaluation procedure focuses R&D public funding on the basis of the 

current or potential level of excellence of clusters. While a large number of 71 cluster 
initiatives receive support, the vast majority of the funding is allocated only to the most 
promising ones, ie. the 17 global or globally-oriented competitiveness clusters. In Japan, 

this is 10% of the cluster programme funding is also reallocated according to performance 
results of the evaluation.  

During the discussion, experts pointed out that statistical performance data should always 

be combined with flexible indicators considering the local environment of clusters’ 
development as well as cluster members’ different expectations and perspectives in order 
to ensure a fair assessment of clusters’ performance. The most interesting approach to 

assess clusters’ performance appears to be combining both statistics data and self-
reporting performance survey based on input from the cluster initiative. The objectives and 
settings of the policy are indeed key drivers of cluster performance. As illustrated by the 

BSR study6, cluster performance may strongly rely on its framework conditions and the 
highest performing clusters would thus be the one benefiting most from the best 
framework environment for cooperation.  

It was also emphasised that different industries need different sets of indicators and 
measurement approaches. For example the indicator on size of industry could be 
misleading when assessing cluster performance in new, emerging industries, which do not 

show high employment yet but have high dynamics. Assessing the potential of new 
clusters needs a series of data showing the development of industry and this can be 
complemented with foresight studies. 

 

 

                                                 
6 http://www.proinno-europe.eu/www.proinno-europe.eu/index4355.html?fuseaction=page.display&topicID=427&parentID=395# 

 23



Promoting Cluster Excellence 

3.1  European Cluster Observatory 

Göran Lindqvist (Project Manager for the European Cluster Observatory, Center for 

Strategy and Competitiveness, Stockholm School of Economics) introduced the European 
Cluster Observatory (ECO) consortium members managing this INNOVA initiative. He 
stressed its ambition to become a European hub for clusters and cluster organisations by 

providing knowledge and facilitating collaboration.  

The ECO takes the shape of a website providing both a Knowledge Platform and a 
Collaboration Platform.  

 The Knowledge Platform consists mainly of a cluster mapping, information about 
regional framework conditions and a cluster library. 

 The Collaboration Platform contains profiles from cluster organisations and cluster 

members, benchmarking of cluster organisations, a European cluster manager’s 
hub as well as sector-based information. 

Regarding evaluation of clusters, Dr. Lindqvist pointed out that the objectives of the policy 

(e.g. innovation, training, exports), the policy setting (business environment, economic 
policy, initial strength of the cluster...) as well as the process (initiation and planning, 
governance and financing resources...) are key drivers of cluster performance, thus 

influencing its competitiveness, growth and operational performance. He furthered that 
different kind of assessment models have already been designed and that according to 
him, the most interesting approach to assess clusters’ performance combines both 

statistics data and self reporting performance survey based on input of the cluster 
initiative.  

First, The ECO method will be improved in the future concluded Göran Lindqvist, 

especially regarding employment data and performance indicators which will include 
wages and patenting. The way of presenting the data will also be improved. The today 
NUTS 2 region and about 40 sectors will be complemented by a focus on a selection of 

particular sectors (such as KIBS) and regions (such as the Baltic Sea Region),  as well as 
a “user defined” sectors and regions where the user can select how to aggregate the data. 
The ambition is also to provide time series for as much data as possible, allowing an 

analysis of changes over time. 

Second, Dr. Lindqvist also stressed the importance of regional framework conditions, i.e. 
non cluster-specific conditions that shape the context and provide the prerequisites for 

cluster development in a region. The Observatory will add a new set of such regional data. 

Third, Göran Lindqvist pointed out that the Collaboration Platform can also be used for 
evaluation purposes. The profiles provided by cluster organisations can be used for 

comparisons and benchmarking. 

Finally, Dr. Lindqvist condluded that the Observatory aims at supporting cluster evaluation 
in multiple ways: statistical cluster mapping, cluster performance indicators, regional 

competitiveness data, and benchmarking of cluster organisations. In addition, the 
Observatory will also publish several own reports and distribute evaluation reports from 
others. 
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3.2  Cluster Performance Indicators Used in Japan 

Emily Wise (Research Fellow at the Research Policy Institute (RPI),  

Lund University, Sweden) emphasised that the Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry (METI) supports the “development of regional competitive industries and 
enterprises in a global market” through the Industrial Cluster Project. This industrial cluster 

policy has been in effect since 2001 and is now nearing the end of its second growth 
phase. Over the past four years, METI has worked with Libertas Consulting to develop 
and implement an evaluation methodology for their Industrial Cluster Project recipients (18 

+ 1 nation-wide).  

Emily Wise started her presentation by giving an overview of the context of the Japanese 
cluster policy and METI’s industrial cluster program. She stressed that the overall aim of 

cluster policy in Japan is regional economic development with a focus on SMEs 
(upgrading competencies, enhancing capacity to apply scientific research results to 
commercial products). The METI Industrial Cluster Project has been supporting the 

development of regional competitive industries and enterprises in a global market through 
the financing of cluster networking activities, as well as strategic SME commercialisation 
activities. The project aims to support the construction of new businesses and networks 

and the development of a regional business environment. 

Then she presented the objectives of the evaluation. Thanks to the implementation of a 
standard format, the procedure allows for assessment of all industrial clusters by 

identifying the progress of each cluster, measuring the effect of policy measures, clarifying 
the satisfaction level of each cluster, as well as identifying possible challenges. This is 
done in order to further cluster progress in each region. 

The evaluation framework contains a collection of data and indicators: 

 Existence of cluster core 

 Level of collaboration 

 Level of RDI activities 

 Level business creation 

 Economic effects (e.g. proportion of companies with increased sales, profits, 

employees, etc. as a result of project activities)  

 Perception, use and degree of satisfaction with different types of support services 

 As well as statistical data: employment, sales, profit 

She stated that the evaluations are primarily based on a survey (standard questionnaire) 
sent to all member companies of the regional clusters (totalling around 10.000 companies) 
participating in the Industrial Cluster Project since 2007, and direct interviews with cluster 

coordinators focused mainly on service offering. Then a comparison of “member 
companies” is performed regarding national trends.  

Results are considered along with other informational inputs related to the specific 

cluster’s context. Evaluation results are used primarily as a tool to adjust regional cluster 
activities and national government services to clusters. METI also uses evaluation results 
to influence a small percentage (10%) of regional project grants. In addition, METI uses 

comparisons of participating SMEs and national trends to illustrate the benefit of 
participating in clusters. 
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Emily Wise finally said that this approach is interesting, especially since it integrates a 
comparison of “cluster economic data” and national trends and ensures a link between the 

evaluation results and the levels of public financing. Nevertheless, she stressed that 
caution must be kept regarding the use of the method in Europe. Indeed, the approach 
relies on ex post self-assessment and does not specify, in advance, criteria for success 

regarding the measurement of public funds’ results. Therefore even though METI’s 
framework for evaluation of cluster performance might not be appropriate to use at 
European level, the approach includes some interesting components which could be 

explored and possibly incorporated in cluster performance frameworks in the future. 

 
3.3  Les Pôles de Compétitivité – Selecting the Most Competitive Cluster             
       in France        

Vincent Susplugas (Office manager in charge of the cluster policy at the Ministry of 
Economy and Finance in France) started by presenting the selection of the French 

competitiveness clusters as a bottom-up process aiming at measuring the existing and 
potential level of clusters’ excellence. A broad team of experts ranging from R&D to 
education and industry is in charge of this first evaluation.  

He pointed out that four levels of excellence may be assigned to clusters according to the 
outcomes of this evaluation procedure: 

 World-class clusters 

 Clusters with a worldwide ambition 

 National clusters 

 Local clusters (not part of the initiative “Pôle de Compétitivité” itself) 

Since the launch of the initiative in 2005, 71 clusters have already been labeled as “Pôles 
de Compétitivité”, among them 17 world-class clusters. Regarding the performance 
assessment of these selected “Pôles de Compétitivité”, he stressed that it takes place 

every three years and is handled by an independent consultant firm. It must acknowledge 
the successful clusters and support the one with potential. This evaluation relies on 72 
indicators considering the following elements: 

Research and technology activity 

 Annual expenditures and employees involved in the projects selected by the cluster, 
coming from enterprises and public research organisms. 

 Number of projects selected, number of patents 

 Involvement of actors, exportations and national position 

 Ability to involve enterprises in the cluster 

 Exportation 

 Position of the cluster in the national economy regarding its main field of activity 
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Employment evolution 

 Growth of the added value of clusters’ SME members compared to other SMEs of 

the same size and activity 

 Global evolution of employment, especially SME 

 Evolution of the employment in the five main topics of the cluster 

Quality of the cluster’s strategy and its implementation 

 Economic strategy : relevance of targeted markets 

 Scientific strategy : scientific roadmap’s quality 

 International strategy : inter-clustering and technological partnership 

 Competences strategy: developing new trainings, collective skills management 
tools 

Animation and governance 

 Quality of the action program 

 Private involvement to finance the cluster’s governance 

 Expenditure repartition in the different activities 

Outcomes  

 R&D projects 

 Infrastructures development, 

 Skills’ development 

 Partnerships 

 International development 

 SMEs’ development 

According to the outcomes of this first assessment it appears that: 

 39 competitiveness clusters had reached their goals (group 1) 

 19 competitiveness clusters had reached almost all their goals (group 2) 

 13 competitiveness clusters had to deeply restructure themselves (group 3) 

This three-year assessment process must allow a reassignment of clusters’ labels. 
Although as a result of the evaluation some clusters may disappear, it was decided in 
2008 to award an extra-probation year to clusters of the third group. In 2009, radical 

changes were already observed in the governance of most of them. Indeed the 
mobilisation and dynamics within the cluster were a lot higher. This proved to be a really 
interesting decision to identify potential of clusters.  

Mr. Susplugas concluded that this assessment is a continuing living process aiming at 
granting and removing the « Pôle de Compétitivité » label.  
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3.4  World-Wide Benchmarking of Clusters - Experiences from the BSR  
       InnoNet  

Jørgen Rosted (Director, FORA, Denmark) presented a study wrote in the framework of 
the BSR InnoNet project, initiated by DG Enterprise, European Commission, Learnings 
from a pilot study of Life Sciences in the Baltic Sea Region. The aim of the study was to 

develop and test a method for international benchmarking of clusters and thus provide a 
basis on which to conduct fact-based cluster policy. Hence, it was intended to identify the 
highest performing clusters in the Baltic Sea Region (BSR) and establish a possible link 

between cluster performance and cluster specific framework conditions. 

Mr. Jørgen Rosted pointed out that there has been no previous systematic benchmarking 
of cluster performance and cluster specific framework conditions; this analysis was thus 

the first of a kind. According to him, the method was applied to life sciences clusters in the 
Baltic Sea Region but might pave the way to further fact based cluster analysis. 

This possible connection between performance of clusters and cluster specific business 

conditions was tested on a constructed database for the six largest life science clusters in 
the BSR. Data were collected for both cluster performance and cluster specific framework 
conditions, and analyses were conducted at cluster and regional level and at enterprise 

level. 

 Cluster performance was measured thanks to three inter-connected indicators 
which are employment, average real wages and innovation. 

 The assessment of framework conditions was performed by a survey study 
expressing companies’ evaluation of the cluster specific framework conditions in 
the region. Data were collected for four policy areas: 

o Access to human resources with skills and competencies relevant for life 
science  

o Availability of knowledge of importance to life science 

o Entrepreneurial activities of life science start-ups 

o Quality of public regulation and the importance of public demand for 
innovation in life science companies 

 Also, the degree of collaboration on innovation between companies within the 
cluster was considered as a data to assess the importance for companies to be 
part of a cluster. 

Mr. Rosted stated that the results of the study illustrate that at a fundamental level the 
policy may support performance in life science enterprises.  

Indeed, it appears that regarding cluster and regional data, the six clusters can be divided 

into two groups, and that the best performing group enjoys rather better framework 
conditions than the group performing less well.  

Based on enterprise data, a statistical significance has been shown between innovation 

and productivity, and there is evidence that companies which collaborate with other 
companies are more innovative and have a more positive perception of the framework 
conditions than non collaborating companies. Therefore, if the framework conditions are 

improved, enterprises will collaborate more and become more innovative. However, 
although the direct correlation between framework conditions and performance is close, it 
cannot be demonstrated or disproved on the basis of enterprise data. 
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He concluded by saying that the model used to test the link between performance and 
cluster specific framework conditions cannot be used directly to define a fact based cluster 

policy – but the model can be used to focus and prioritise those processes that lead to a 
fact based cluster policy. The model that forms the basis for this investigation can also 
guide policy considerations. It can be used to identify the best performing clusters in the 

world and identify clusters which could be relevant for benchmarking. 

 

3.5  Cluster Assessment in the Czech Republic 

Petr Porak (Deputy Director of the Department of Implementation of Structural Funds, 
Ministry of Industry and Trade, Czech Republic) emphasised that the key motives for 
introducing a cluster support programme in the Czech Republic were to overcome barriers 

for collaboration and economic costs of SMEs’ isolation. Mr. Porak noted that a traditional 
approach already implemented in other European countries such as in Slovenia was 
carried in 2004 along with several pilot projects. Therefore, a mapping of regions having 

potential for clusters’ development was conducted and was followed by a call for 
proposals to support the forming of cluster organisations. A program was then designed to 
further strengthen cluster organisations by offering them an appropriate support including 

the possible acquisition of facility. Such support requires a mapping of the regional sector 
in order to assess the growth potential regarding employment and sector added-value.  

He added that in the current programming period, the support scheme had to be amended 

regarding the lack of results and sustainability of some of the supported projects, as well 
as the tendency of clusters to perform marketing activities. Therefore, within the 
programme the regional criterion was removed to better benefit to cluster organisations. 

Also, a portfolio of services was created for cluster members in order to ensure clusters’ 
sustainability and avoid any additional operational support.  

Then, Petr Porak stressed that the indicators measuring the impact of the support 

program address: 

 The number of joint R&D projects led by the cluster organisation and performed by 
universities and research institutions.  

 The number of joint R&D projects involving the R&D facilities owned and managed 
by the cluster organization. 

 The average number of cluster members participating in R&D joint projects. 

 The number of products, technologies or processes developed or commercialised 
as a result of joint cluster activities. 

 The number of education and research organisations involved in cluster activities 

and the number of person-days dedicated by external researchers to cluster 
activities.  

Mr. Porak pointed out that the most recent amendment to the programme awarded an 

extra grant to established clusters taking part to a transnational R&D project. 

Finally, he stressed that although these indicators are key elements of the cluster 
assessment in Czech Republic, the evaluation should also consider the value of cluster 

members’ interactions which one is not necessarily revealed by the number of patents or 
technology transfers. For instance, the industry-relevant research performed by 
universities, the increased capabilities of cluster members, the SMEs’ profits and 
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investments that can be linked to the cluster activities might also be regarded as cluster 
policy’s outcomes. 

 

3.6  The Procedure of Cluster Benchmarking in Poland  

The intension of this paper, provided by Grazyna Buczynska (Chief Expert Polish 

Agency for Enterprise Development) after the conference is to introduce in the 
methodology of cluster benchmarking currently applied in Poland. It is a result of 
adaptation, to Polish conditions, of diverse methods and experiences coming mainly from 

the countries of Western Europe and in particular from Scandinavian countries. The 
concept of cluster benchmarking in Poland is based on an assumption of making a 
relatively comprehensive analysis of the phenomenon of cluster (and not only a limited 

analysis of benchmarking areas). That is why the logic and structure of the whole 
research (and in the consequence the research tools), consists of two integral elements: 

Part A. Cluster characteristics – proposed areas of characteristics are: the sector of 

cluster’s activity, the management structure, the structure of entities functioning in the 
cluster, the structure of employment, types and phases of cluster development, the region 
where the cluster is entrenched, the age of the cluster. 

Part B. Cluster benchmarking – oriented at the comparison of the state of cluster 
development in different spheres of its functioning and in the consequence the search of 
the best functioning clusters in Poland and showing good solutions and examples of the 

functioning of clusters.  

Within this part of analysis, delimitation of the following areas of benchmarking are carried 
out:  

 Cluster resources (human and “know-how”, financial and infrastructure resources); 

 Processes in a cluster (market activity, marketing and PR, communication in a 
cluster, creation of knowledge and innovation); 

 Results of a cluster (development of human resources, improvement of competitive 
cluster position, improvement cluster innovativeness, and cluster 
internationalisation) ; 

 The growth potential of a cluster (regional environment, public authorities’ policy in 
favour of the cluster development, institutional surrounding and leadership in a 
cluster); 

 Cluster strategy (economies of scale, development of a knowledge and innovation 
network, the influence on an entrepreneurship environment). 

The presented method of benchmarking analysis, both internal and external, determines 

of cluster functioning. As part of the research 5 key areas of cluster benchmarking were 
identified and within these areas 18 specific areas were indicated (sub-areas).  

The benchmarking approach uses both the quantity and the quality methods but for the 

sake of keeping the analysis clear, the methods are separated in particular areas of 
benchmarking. The quantitative analysis is used for the measurement of cluster resources 
and the results of its functioning, while the qualitative analysis is used for the evaluation of 

the processes taking place in the cluster, the growth potential and strategic orientation of 
clusters. In total, the benchmarking methodology is based on 89 indices. 
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In order to gain the most comprehensive and reliable information, the cluster 
benchmarking method should be based on triangulation of research methods. The 

methods and techniques proposed for application are the following:  

 Questionnaire interview (standardised)  

 Studies based on documents (analysis of secondary sources) 

 Direct observation 

The basic tool for acquiring information for the needs of cluster benchmarking is the 
questionnaire interview – oral, open, individualized interview adjusted to a given category. 

The interview is to be carried out by two experienced experts independently. It should be 
carried out in two entities functioning in the cluster, that is in the entity coordinating the 
cluster and the entity which is the leader of the cluster.  

The key element of research is the way of the gathered data and information analysing. 
The basic and at the same time the most crucial stages are: 

 verification of data  

 completing the missing data  

 scaling (normalisation of data) and coding  

 indicating benchmarks for 18 sub-areas (subsynthetic benchmark) on the base of 

maximal values of unitary indices and determining 5 benchmarks for basic areas 
(synthetic benchmark) in a logical way. 
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4.  Conclusion 
 

This chapter summarises the main discussion topics during the event and provides 
recommendations for the future.  

In some of the member states, such as France, Germany or Hungary, it can be observed 
that R&D in strategic areas is already channeled through clusters. At Community level, 
cluster organisations are eligible partners in many R&D programmes. However, no 

systematic approach is followed yet at Community level to offer preferential treatment to 
clusters and/or cluster organisations. As illustrated by the interesting outcomes of the 
national experiences presented at the seminar, it appears relevant to consider the idea of 

a more targeted cluster policy at the European level. It could indeed enable the European 
Commission to maximise the impact of public support for research and innovation while at 
the same time reducing the risk of market distortions. Through clusters not only individual 

firms can be supported, but groups of firms that are well connected to research institutes 
and other institutions in a region and that are supported by a range of customised 
business support services.  

Indeed, clusters present the advantage of more actively involving innovative SMEs in R&D 
and innovation projects and benefiting from large-scale actions. Cluster organisations 
could assume the role as lead coordinator for projects, thus dealing with all administrative 

aspects of project management. Clusters also offer the important opportunity to better 
promote research results and translate knowledge into viable products. Cluster 
organisations facilitate this process through their customised support to enterprises as 

incubation services, spin-off formation and development of collaborative projects. It was 
also proposed that cluster partnerships across sectors could be entrusted to deliver 
solutions to complex, interdisciplinary problems. Participating experts suggested the 

formulation of specific challenges at an European level and to be addressed by clusters of 
excellence. 

The European Commission could follow these national experiences in terms of clusters’ 

assessment and design its own assessment procedure. It would therefore be important 
first to design a clear policy impact and identify in which research areas cooperation of 
enterprises might have a real impact and offer competitive advantages. 
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Annex I:  CVs of Speakers 
 

Reinhard Büscher is a Head of Unit at the Directorate-General for Enterprise and 

Industry. He holds a Bachelor's Degree and a PhD, in Economics. Before joining the 
European Commission in 1989, he worked for nine years at the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs in Germany. In the European Commission, he has worked in a number of different 

areas - as a Member of Commissioner Bangemann's Cabinet, as special Adviser for 
Industrial Aspects of the Information Society, as Head of Unit for Standardisation, Head of 
Unit for Industrial Aspects of Electronic Commerce and Head of Unit for E-Business, ICT 

industries and services. Since January 2008, he has been Head of Unit Support for 
Innovation. 

Stian Rustad is currently CEO of 24sevenoffice. He is one of two founders of the cluster 

IKT Grenland and he has served as Chairman of the board of IKT Grenland the first years 
after the initiation.  24Seven Office was the first among IKT Grenland members to be 
noted on the Norwegian Stock Exchange. 24SevenOffice also won the IKT Grenland 

Innovation Award in 2008. 

Klaus Haasis is CEO at MFG Baden-Württemberg, one of the leading innovation 
agencies in Europe fostering creative industries, ICT and knowledge based economy. 

Managing director of the business initiative Baden-Württemberg: Connected (bwcon) –
awarded as best German competence network by the German Federal Ministry of 
Economics and Technology in 2008 – and the Linux Solutions Group (LiSoG) which 

promotes Linux based business and Open Source Software in German speaking 
countries. Board memberships (among others): representing the German speaking area in 
the board of directors of TCI and responsible for the TCI German Contact Point which has 

recently set up a Special Interest Group on Internationalisation; member of the advisory 
council “Information and Library” at Goethe Institute in Munich; part of the supervisory 
board at Stuttgart Media University (HdM); part of the advisory board of the Pop Academy 

Mannheim.  

Jørgen Rosted is a Director of FORA, an independent research unit within the ambit of 
the Danish Ministry for Economic and Business Affairs. He has been one of the most 

influential policy advisors in Denmark over the last two decades. He has served as a 
Permanent Secretary in the Danish Ministry of Business Affairs and has held a number of 
leadership positions in the Danish Ministry of Finance. Jorgen has most recently 

spearheaded FORA's research in the areas of user-driven innovation and the mapping of 
regional and national clusters. 

Gerd Meier zu Köcker is the Managing Director of the Agency Kompetenznetze 

Deutschland. He made his PhD in Material Science in 1995 and joined VDI/VDE 
Innovation + Technik GmbH in 1999. Since 2007 he acts as Director of the Agency  
Kompetenznetze Deutschland, on behalf of the Federal Ministry of Economics and 

Technology (BMWi), which supports the best German regional networks and clusters in 
Germany. Currently he is member of the European Policy Group on Clusters as well as 
represented in governing boards of the European Cluster Observatory, TACTICS, PRO 

INNO PARTNERING COUNCIL and the Danish Cluster Initiative RegX. 
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Vincent Susplugas is office manager in charge of the cluster policy at the Ministry of 
Economy and Finance in France. He studied finance, macroeconomics, microeconomics, 

industrial economy, regulation theory at ENSAE (National School of Economic 
Administration and Statistics) and Economics, finance and applied mathematics at the 
Ecole Polytechnique. 

Zita Zombori is the Managing Director of the Pole Programme Office in Hungary. She 
has PhD in corporate law at the ELTE University - Institute of Postgraduate Legal Studies 
in Budapest and is a member of the European Cluster Alliance’s reflection group.  

Lars-Gunnar Larsson is Programme Director of the VINNVÄXT Programme since 2002. 
He has been running several innovative RTD programmes focusing on commercialisation 
of research results through enhanced collaboration of actors, especially between 

universities, research institutes, public organisations, large companies and SMEs. Mr. 
Larsson has broad experience of EU Framework Programmes, starting with the Medical 
Research programme in FP2. Presently, he is a member (expert) of the Programme 

Committee of the Regions of Knowledge programme (FP7-Capacity) and has earlier been 
National Contact Point for the IRC (Innovation Relay Centres) network and NCP for the 
Telematics Programme. He has also practical experience by being one of the initiators of 

the EraSME project and being operational responsible for a PHARE project. 

Emiliano Duch is a pioneer in Cluster Development. He collaborated with Professor 
Michael Porter from Harvard University in the first practical applications of the 

methodology in 1991. In 1994, he founded the private consulting company, The Cluster 
Competitiveness Group, which is dedicated exclusively, to carrying out Cluster 
Reinforcement Initiatives. Emiliano is also a highly appreciated professor at IESE 

Business School in Barcelona where he is the director of the Barcelona Clusters Summer 
School which is a yearly event drawing students from all over the world. Professor Duch 
was also the founding chairman of The Competitiveness Institute (TCI), a non-profit 

organisation, created by a group of cluster development professionals and academics 
from around the world, with the objective of diffusing the cluster methodology for 
economic development. Professor Duch holds an MBA from Harvard Business School 

(1991), an MPA from J.F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University (1989) and 
a B.Sc in Architecture, Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya (1983). 

Göran Lindqvist, is Principal Associate at the Center for Strategy and Competitiveness 

(CSC), at the Stockholm School of Economics. His research focuses on agglomeration, 
clusters and cluster initiatives. He is project manager for the European Cluster 
Observatory, and has authored and co-authored books and academic articles on clusters 

and cluster policy, such as the Cluster Initiative Greenbook . 

Emily Wise is a Research Fellow at the Research Policy Institute (RPI), Lund University, 
Sweden – where she is pursuing her doctorate on the topic of The Internationalization of 

Innovation Policy in the Baltic Sea Region. Emily’s general field of research is 
international cooperation and learning within the area of innovation policy – with a 
geographical focus of the Baltic Sea Region. Her research and project interests are 

focused on: strategic analysis and policy development; international governance 
frameworks; monitoring and evaluation frameworks; cluster policy; and service/user-driven 
innovation. In addition to her research interests, Emily works as a consultant (primarily to 

public sector organisations).  
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Annex II : Show Cases 
 
1.  Eco-Innovation Support through Clusters - The Lower Austrian Approach  
    (source: ecoplus, The Business Agency of Lower Austria) 

As an economy dominated to a large extent by SMEs, Lower Austria has been banking on 

intercompany innovation for the last ten years in order to enhance overall 
competitiveness. Five cluster initiatives are currently working on the region’s areas of 
strength – because working together can bring about results which are impossible for 

individual business to achieve alone. Thus great importance is placed on joint vocational 
learning and innovation, for example in international collective research projects which 
allow new knowledge on promising future fields to be created and shared between re-

gions. 

The joint development of sustainable biogenic products and production methods is playing 
an increasingly vital role. One important knowledge-based objective is to replace 

traditional plastics gradually by bioplastics. Motivated by the manager of the Plastics 
Cluster of Lower Austria and on the basis of a thorough technological Field analysis, 
regional plastics producers made the decision to concentrate on these future industries 

three years ago. Cluster management has played a vital role thanks to the trust it inspires 
as a neutral hub and source of professional expertise. In the creation of the first 
international research project on the topic of bioplastics, cluster management coordinated 

the preparatory work and subsequently took on project management on both national and 
international levels after the project had been approved. Today, the ecoplus Plastics 
Cluster office functions as an active hub for bioplastics, providing diverse organic plastic 

granulates to plastics producers in Austria to test and convert them into new products. 

Another example showing how a region can successfully position itself around a future 
industry and thus significantly improve its own competitiveness is the Green Building 

Cluster of Lower Austria. On the one hand, the proximity of ecoplus as the business 
agency of Lower Austria to regional policy makers was ably utilised to influence the 
existing framework in the province to the best possible ends. It has become customary to 

consult with cluster management in all important matters involving support measures for 
energy-efficient building and refurbishment, thus enabling a positive influence on 
economic and innovation policies. On the other hand, the cluster team is closely involved 

with companies and can assume the role of an effective bridge between public 
administration and companies. 

For more details and projects examples please see: 

http://www.ecoplus.at/magazin/00/artikel/6226/doc/e/Folder_Eco-

Innovation%20Support%20through%20Clusters_2009.pdf?ok=j 

 

2.  ECCELSA network 
   (source: www.ecclesalife.it) 

ECCELSA (Environmental Compliance based on Cluster Experiences and Local SME-

oriented Approaches) is a project of CARTESIO co-financed by the Life+ programme of 
the European Commission. The Sant'Anna School of Advanced Studies of Pisa is the 
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coordinating beneficiary and Ervet, Ambiente Italia - Istituto di Ricerca, IEFE Bocconi, 
SIGE and Gemini complete the partnership. 

The project, that lasts 3 years, aims to verify that the cluster approach is an useful 
approach to drive and support environmental competitiveness strategies in SMEs. The 
project involves 10 industrial districts in different sectors, including food processing, 

nautical, construction and furniture. Experimental activities will be carried out in industrial 
clusters through "Pilot Groups" that will involve companies, local bodies, industrial 
associations and environmental associations. Pilot Groups will be maintained after the 

project conclusion, guaranteeing an effective prosecution of the support actions and of the 
collective resources implemented during the project. 

 

3.  Project: „Energieeffizienter Lebensmittelmarkt“ – „Energy-efficient supermarket“ 
   (Source: Benjamin Kuscher) 

The starting point of the project was the vision to create a standard building for new 

supermarket branches with zero energy consumption.  “Zero energy supermarket”. 
Therefore the members of the Green Building Cluster of Lower Austria were invited to 
discuss the details of the vision. They were further invited to participate in a co-operation 

project. The international retail group REWE with its national headquarter in the region 
was identified as a potential partner and buyer of such a standard zero energy branch. 
The KWI Consultants GmbH was contracted by the Green Building Cluster of Lower 

Austria to identify potential technology supplier within the cluster network and to organise 
co-operation workshops. The government of Lower Austria also agreed to fund the 
networking activities and research necessary for the development of the zero energy 

supermarket. 

With REWE it was agreed that it will do a pre-commercial procurement of the 
developments undertaken by the cluster members. This project is of strategic importance 

for REWE and the members of the Green Building Cluster of Lower Austria. Alone for 
REWE Austria the possible added value of zero energy supermarket branches is around 
17.5,- mil. € p.a. The Green Building Cluster of Lower Austria organised together with the 

KWI Consultants GmbH the pre-commercial procurement project, cofounded by the 
government of Lower Austria and with REWE Austria as buyer. 
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Reinhard Büscher, European Commission DG ENTR 
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Jørgen Rosted, FORA 
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Klaus Haasis, MFG Baden-Württemberg 
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Stian Rustad, 24Sevenoffice from IKT Grenland, Norway 
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Zita Zombori, Pole Programme Office, Hungary  
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Lars-Gunnar Larsson, VINNOVA 
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Gerd Meier zu Köcker, Agency Competence Networks Germany 
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Emiliano Duch, IESE Barcelona 
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Göran Lindqvist, Stockholm School of Economics 
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Emily Wise, Lund University 
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Vincent Susplugas, DGCIS France 
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Jørgen Rosted, FORA 
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