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Abstract
This paper investigates the value creation process in policy-driven cluster initiatives 
that are important policy tools for implementing Smart specialisation strategies. It 
aims at studying the evolution of the Croatian Competitiveness Clusters (CCC) to 
understand the role of sectoral specificities in affecting value creation within cluster 
initiatives. In this context, it looks at what services cluster initiatives should deliver 
to meet the expectations of members and generate value and what modes of cluster 
management and governance are the most conducive to value creation across dif-
ferent industries. The analysis relies on a survey of 250 CCC members. The results 
show that members’ preferences for support to the business activities are associated 
with different levels of perceived value creation. High-value CCC members are 
interested in innovation, infrastructure development, market analysis and training, 
while low-value CCC members are interested in lobbying and networking. Regard-
less of the sector, CCC with a higher share of private, small, and high-growth firms 
are more likely to generate public value by pursuing long-term activities with the 
emphasis on innovation, knowledge transfer, infrastructure, and market develop-
ment, as compared to CCC with a high share of declining firms that see CCC as 
a platform for lobbying and networking and as such generate more private value, 
failing to achieve their ultimate goal. A high level of value is also created if mem-
bers reach a consensus on the vision and activities of the CCC and work together 
to share knowledge, information and learning processes.
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1 Introduction

The development of clusters has become a standard regional policy approach to boost 
competitiveness, innovation, and growth (Fromhold-Eisebith and Eisebith 2005; De 
La Maza et al. 2012; Asheim et al. 2017), and clusters have spread worldwide in many 
forms in different countries (OECD 2000; Koszarek 2014; Aranguren Querejeta et al. 
2014; Konstantynova and Lehmann 2017). Their diffusion has also been spurred by 
the recent resurgence of interest towards a proactive industrial policy that responds 
to market failures and take into consideration social and environmental challenges 
(Rodrik 2004; Aiginger and Rodrik 2020), relying upon the drivers of high-road 
strategy, such as innovation, education, the adoption of new technologies, and sus-
tainability, and addressing the collaboration between the government and the private 
sector (Aiginger and Rodrik 2020). In the context of smart specialisation strategy, 
cluster policy aims at tackling information and coordination failures of actors within 
innovation systems (Anderson et al. 2004) and the related underinvestment leading 
to suboptimal levels in the variety of economic activities in an economy, support-
ing cooperative relationships between the government and economic agents (De La 
Maza et al. 2012; Aranguren Querejeta and Wilson 2013).

The literature has underlined that policy-driven cluster initiatives are different from 
spontaneous clusters in a cluster configuration, forms of cooperation, management 
and governance styles, performance, and value creation (Ferreira et al., 2012). Pol-
icy-driven cluster initiatives are usually more focused on public benefits and regional 
development. In contrast, spontaneous clusters support the needs of a specific group 
of businesses and intend to stimulate entrepreneurship (Fromhold-Eisebith and Eise-
bith 2005). The establishment of clusters by governments has been often justified by 
market failures associated with the provision of public goods (such as lack of skills, 
infrastructure, and R&D) and coordination failures (OECD 2000). Despite the grow-
ing interest in the topic, few empirical studies examine the process of value creation 
in cluster initiatives (Alberti and Belfanti 2019; 2021). Since clusters involve differ-
ent actors and local stakeholders intending to transform regional economic systems 
and increase competitiveness, understanding their evolution and performance repre-
sents an important step towards evaluating EU regional policy (Asheim et al. 2017; 
Foray 2018; Lecluyse et al. 2019). In this respect, one of the most exciting avenues 
for research and policy debate refers to the analysis of cluster initiatives as a tool for 
implementing smart specialisation strategy (Aranguren Querejeta and Wilson 2013), 
which is a relatively new strategic approach to innovation-based regional growth in 
the EU.

Many studies have confirmed a positive effect of cluster membership on the capa-
bility of cluster members to innovate and grow (Baptista and Swann 1998; Aranguren 
Querejeta et al. 2014). This impact unfolds through linkages, networking and the 
incorporation of different public and private organisations that interact, cooperate, 
share knowledge, and jointly provide value, develop new products, technologies, 
and services (e.g., Adner and Kapoor 2010; Baptista and Swann 1998; Baptista and 
Swann 1999; Laur et al. 2012; Ingstrup and Damgaard 2013). However, cluster initia-
tives might also fail (Sölvell et al. 2003), which is often the case with policy-driven 
clusters (Nightingale and Coad 2020). Policy-driven clusters can be simply a means 
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for cluster participants to obtain windfall profits by externalising some internal costs 
instead of tackling some key market failures, thereby increasing innovative activities 
beyond the existing levels (Nightingale and Coad 2020). The inability to explicitly 
address the market failures as a major goal of cluster initiatives leaves the space for 
rent-seeking activities if clusters are used for lobbying for protection that is beyond 
the provision of public goods (OECD 2000).

The generation of public and private values in the context of policy-driven cluster 
initiatives depends upon cluster actors, their individual characteristics, and facilita-
tors that coordinate and promote the process of cluster evolution and the mechanisms 
of growth and development, which vary substantially across different industrial sec-
tors (Su and Hung 2009; Huang et al. 2012; Ingstrup and Damgaard 2013; Hsieh et 
al. 2012; Alberti and Belfanti 2021). Different sectors require different policy actions 
and services and different management approaches and cluster governance, which 
impacts how value is generated and delivered in policy-driven clusters representing 
different sectors.

In this paper, we examine how cluster initiatives developed by the government 
might generate value for their members across different sectors while promoting 
cluster growth and development within the smart specialisation strategy domain. Fol-
lowing the assumption that cluster initiatives are collaborative organisations whose 
development crucially depends on business support, we operationalise the driving 
forces for cluster development and growth through the business services cluster ini-
tiatives should provide to meet members’ expectations. We consider the perceived 
performance of the CCC as an indicator of value creation. Furthermore, we inves-
tigate what modes of management and cluster governance are most conducive to 
value creation across different sectors. In doing so, we explore the interesting case of 
Competitiveness Clusters in Croatia (hereafter CCC), a unique type of pre-planned 
policy-driven cluster initiatives that play an important role in implementing Croatia’s 
smart specialisation strategy. CCC cover 13 different industries ranging from low-
tech, traditional manufacturing sectors to advanced service sectors, and we believe 
that this constitutes a perfect setting to explore the different types of services members 
expect from clusters. We exploit data from an original survey of 250 CCC members.

Our paper contributes to the literature on value creation in policy-driven cluster 
initiatives in the following ways. First, we examine the value creation process from 
the members’ point of view across different types of industries. We determine whether 
and how CCC representing different industrial sectors might create value and discuss 
how private and public interests are aligned in value generation for cluster members. 
Our study extends the paper Anić et al. (2019) that looked at the most relevant objec-
tives pursued by CCC and explored the differences related to the expected benefits 
members require from CCC. The existing contributions in the literature concerning 
the value creation for policy-driven clusters’ members have not considered sectoral 
specificities, even if it is well documented that different industries require different 
competencies and different types of support from cluster organisations (Andersson 
et al. 2004). There is evidence that the benefits from policy-driven cluster member-
ship depend on the maturity of the industry, the process of technology diffusion, the 
links between firms and the university, the existence of networks among the different 
members and the role of venture capital (Braunerhjelm et al. 2000).
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Second, we investigate and compare what modes of management and governance 
are most effective in delivering value to CCC members across different industries. 
The theory suggests that the way the cluster management interacts with members and 
the governance of clusters have some peculiar traits in policy-driven clusters com-
pared to spontaneous clusters (e.g., Fromhold-Eisebith and Eisebith 2005; Ingstrup 
2013; Jungwirth and Müller 2014). However, the literature on this issue is limited 
(Chiaroni and Chiesa 2006), especially concerning the competitiveness of cluster 
initiatives in implementing smart specialisation strategy. We also intend to discuss 
the variance of different management and governance modes considering sectoral 
specificities.

Our final contribution refers to the context of analysis, i.e., Croatia. Past research 
shows that cluster initiatives operate differently in diverse environments, which has a 
very different impact on clusters’ operational practices and performance (Ketels et al. 
2006). Besides the macroeconomic environment, the industrial tradition and innova-
tion system in each region produces differences in the growth of cluster initiatives in 
different sectors (Braunerhjelm et al. 2000). Croatia is a relatively new EU member 
state that has started the process of formal cluster development in 2013 and has even 
more recently adopted the smart specialisation strategy, therefore being still in the 
process of learning how to implement policy-driven clusters in practice. CCC have 
been promoted to enhance the competitiveness of different sectors. Still, their evolu-
tion and performance are very heterogeneous across industries, depending upon the 
alignment between the benefits required by the cluster members and the overall value 
provided by the clusters. In this context, our analysis intends to provide some policy 
recommendations on how to position CCC in value creation to be more attractive 
for their members and strengthen management and cluster governance in deliver-
ing value. The findings of our analysis might also help other new EU member states 
struggling with the cluster development process to gain new knowledge in this field.

The rest of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 introduces the theoretical 
background, discussing the main characteristics and evolution of policy-driven clus-
ter initiatives, the process of value creation, and the role of cluster management and 
governance. Section 3 outlines the program of competitiveness clusters in Croatia, 
while Sect. 4 illustrates the process of data collection and the methodology. Finally, 
Sects. 5 and 6 present and discuss the research results, while Sect. 7 provides conclu-
sions and policy implications.

2 Policy-driven cluster initiatives: value creation, management, and 
governance

Clusters can be defined as a form of spatial concentration of firms and supporting 
institutions within an industry linked by commonalities and complementarities that 
are interconnected through patterns of cooperation and knowledge, information, and 
resource exchange (Baptista and Swann 1998; Baptista and Swann 1999; Martin and 
Sunley 2003; Andersson et al. 2004; Asheim et al. 2017). The literature recognises 
two types of clusters: spontaneous and policy-driven clusters (Chiaroni and Chiesa 
2006; Su and Hung 2009). While spontaneous clusters emerge and grow in response 
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to a spontaneous concentration of companies and their growth occurs without the 
direct commitment of public actors, policy-driven clusters are developed through a 
policy action that creates favourable conditions for cluster development to boost the 
competitiveness of a region/sector (Chiaroni and Chiesa 2006; Su and Hung 2009; 
Huang et al. 2012). One form of policy-driven clusters are cluster initiatives that the 
governments develop as “organised efforts to increase the growth and competitive-
ness of clusters within a region, involving firms, government and/or the research 
community” (Sölvell et al. 2003, p. 31). Within cluster initiatives, various types of 
firms and other actors with different roles, motives, and relationships cooperate and 
compete simultaneously concerning technologies and markets (Laur et al. 2012).

Policy-driven cluster initiatives are often built from the cluster mapping of existing 
cluster structures (OECD 2000; Konstantynova and Lehmann 2017). Their develop-
ment involves the creation of formal cluster organisations (OECD 2000; Konstan-
tynova and Lehmann 2017) representing legal entities that receive financial support 
from the public investor at the early stage of their development (Su and Hung 2009) 
and act as intermediary organisations which serve the needs of their members by 
providing services such as brokering, facilitating, promoting and other value-adding 
activities among actors (Laur et al. 2012). Cluster organisations support collabora-
tions, networking, and learning processes within clusters (Chiaroni and Chiesa 2006).

Although the aims of policy-driven cluster initiatives are often broadly formulated 
to attract a variety of actors with differing interests, their main goal is enhancing 
innovation, productivity, and the competitiveness of the regions/sectors (Laur et al. 
2012; Konstantynova and Lehmann 2017). In this sense, cluster initiatives generate 
both public/social value for the surrounding community and private value for the 
members (Laur et al. 2012). They apply a set of activities to reach their objectives and 
meet the needs of their members, such as business advice and consulting, financial 
and technological assistance, information exchange, facilitation of partnership and 
cooperation among the members, knowledge and technology transfer, facilitation of 
access to competencies and workers, but also educational and technical support and 
lobbying (Sölvell et al. 2003; Bennett et al. 2007; Laur et al. 2012).

Cluster initiatives are an important building block for implementing the smart 
specialisation strategies (Koschatzky et al. 2017; Saha et al. 2018), which many EU 
countries have implemented to qualify for EU structural funding (Koschatzky et al. 
2017). The main idea behind this strategy is the specialisation into activities that 
can generate economic impact (Benner 2017) and the transformation of economic 
structures and regions through the development of new transformative activities and 
extra-regional capacities (Foray 2018). Within the smart specialisation concept, clus-
ter initiatives should enhance growth, productivity, competitiveness, and regional 
development by creating unique entrepreneurship, knowledge-driven activities, and 
the interaction and cooperation of participants (Saha et al. 2018).

2.1 The process of value creation in policy-driven clusters

When discussing the success or failure of policy-driven cluster initiatives from an 
evolutionary perspective, one aspect appears to be poorly understood, i.e., the value 
creation process for cluster members. The literature recognises that the creation of 
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value within clusters affects the decision of organisations to enter and stay in the 
cluster (Ellegaard et al. 2009; Hsieh et al. 2012), and therefore has an impact on the 
overall evolution of the clusters. Scholars have developed several conceptualisations 
of the process of value creation in strategic networks, alliances, and clusters (e.g., 
Amit and Zott 2001; Lavie 2007; Hsieh et al. 2012; Alberti and Belfanti 2019, 2021). 
In a business network, value creation is the result of the efforts of individual organisa-
tions that work independently or in close cooperation with other members (Ellegaard 
et al. 2009), while in alliances, value creation is seen as the collective processes that 
generate common benefits shared by all partners in an alliance (Lavie 2007). Bititci 
et al. (2004) suggest that all partners in collaborative organisations should benefit 
from collaboration by increasing internal value (i.e., wealth) to their shareholders and 
by delivering better external value to the customer (i.e., satisfaction). As far as the 
specific case of value creation in clusters is concerned, Hsieh et al. (2012) argue that 
in clusters, the net value is generated by cluster effects – i.e., economies of agglom-
eration and network effects - developing and managing the strategic networks. More 
recently, the attention has focused on the distinction between the private, business-
related value of cluster participation and the public, societal-related value of cluster 
participation. Scholars have started to investigate the extent to which clusters can 
create shared value (Porter and Kramer 2011; Alberti and Belfanti 2019, 2021). For 
example, Alberti and Belfanti (2021) have examined the process of value creation in 
clusters by using the framework of shared value creation, according to which clusters 
can generate both business and social benefits. Cluster development is perceived as 
creating shared value both for the cluster community and society, beyond business 
benefits related to higher revenues, productivity, and innovation (Porter and Kramer 
2011).

Concerning the process of value creation, the literature also distinguishes between 
value creation and value appropriation (Bowman and Ambrosini 2000; Mizik and 
Jacobson 2003; Lavie 2007). While value creation, as a collective process, gener-
ates common/public benefits from the activities performed by the alliance/cluster 
shared by all partners (Khanna et al. 1998), value appropriation includes competitive 
behaviour and the generation of private value from activities outside the alliance/
cluster (Khanna et al. 1998). These two types of value require different cluster activi-
ties. On the one hand, public value creation relies on cooperative behaviour (Lavie 
2007). It involves joint activities such as R&D, innovations, building technologi-
cal capabilities, production, delivering products to the market (Mizik and Jacobson 
2003), enhancing the firms’ ability to generate value that cannot be developed inde-
pendently (Lavie 2007). To appropriate value, on the other hand, participants pursue 
self-interested objectives to defend their position in the market, increase the rent and 
extract the profit by the protection mechanisms, imposing barriers, or advertising 
(Mizik and Jacobson 2003; Lavie 2007). Interest groups might influence policies at 
lower costs through lobbying, which does not increase public welfare (Polk 2011). 
While enhancing value depends on the availability of network resources and the 
prominence of partners in the network, the value appropriation capacity is related to 
participants’ bargaining power (Lavie 2007). There is evidence that firms expect both 
types of value when entering the alliance, and there will be few actors who seek only 
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public value or private value. If more opportunities exist outside than in the cluster, 
participants will have more incentives to extract private value (Khanna et al. 1998).

The analysis of the value creation process is particularly interesting in the context 
of policy-driven clusters, where the creation and delivery of specific services contrib-
ute to the enhancement of business performance (Alberti and Belfanti 2021). The lit-
erature also shows that cluster initiatives that emphasise the promotion of innovation 
and the diffusion of new technologies, providing technical training and thus focusing 
on public value creation, were more successful (Sölvell et al. 2003; Lindqvist et al. 
2013). They contribute to competitiveness by generating trust and facilitating coop-
eration and knowledge sharing (Aragon et al. 2012; Aranguren Querejeta et al. 2014). 
On the other hand, several studies indicate that policy-driven clusters are not success-
ful in Europe and the US, because they are often captured by the interests of cluster 
members and that only the long term, innovation-oriented and uncertain problem-
solving processes lead to value creation (Nightingale and Coad 2020). Furthermore, a 
recent study shows that clusters in countries that rank low in political transformation 
(e.g., Serbia and Ukraine) emphasise more lobbying activities than clusters in coun-
tries that rank high in political transformation (e.g., Austria and Germany), which 
focus on activities that contribute to the increase of knowledge, the accumulation of 
competences and the cooperation (Konstantynova and Lehmann 2017).

In this paper, we examine how cluster initiatives initiated by the government 
might produce value in line with the expectations of cluster members and, as such, 
promote sectoral development. We also investigate whether policy-driven clusters 
in the Croatian environment are just a means of cluster participants to obtain wind-
fall profits (e.g., by externalising some otherwise internal costs) or is value to clus-
ter participants (and mostly firms) generated by tackling some key market failures, 
thereby elevating their innovative and investment activities beyond prior levels. Fol-
lowing the assumption that cluster initiatives are collaborative organisations whose 
development depends on business support, we follow Alberti and Belfanti (2021) 
and operationalise the sources of cluster development through the business services 
that should be provided to members while considering the perceived performance as 
value creation.

Since clusters often emerge in connection to a specific sector (Ketels et al. 2006), 
which strongly affects their development, we compare the process of value creation 
across cluster initiatives representing different sectors. Scholars have shown that clus-
ters may cover various segments of the value chains, and therefore different indus-
tries may need specific competencies and financial resources (Andersson et al. 2004). 
Different industries face different levels of competition, are characterised by specific 
technological trajectories, and therefore require distinctive processes of knowledge 
and skill development and evolution (Andersson et al. 2004; Eisingerich et al. 2010). 
For example, in service-related clusters, marketing and communication services are 
more important than in high-tech, R&D-based manufacturing clusters, whereby the 
availability of superior technical knowledge and high-risk funding is more important 
(Andersson et al. 2004). This implies that clusters associated with different sectors 
might have different expectations from cluster membership and perceive the benefits 
generated from cluster organisations differently.
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2.2 Cluster management and governance

A well-developed, high-quality cluster management is crucial to ensure the virtu-
ous value-generating cycles within clusters (Schretlen et al. 2011; Hsieh et al. 2012; 
Laur et al. 2012). Cluster management includes the organisation and coordination 
of activities that are important for the functioning of the cluster in order to achieve 
defined objectives, such as providing members with information, expertise and skills, 
and consultancy on research and innovation activity, promoting cluster needs and 
lobbying, stimulating collaboration, networking, providing education and training 
(Schretlen et al. 2011; Lindqvist et al., 2013; Koszarek 2014). The complexity and 
heterogeneity of actors in cluster initiatives make the management even more com-
plex. One of the key challenges of cluster management is to resolve the conflict-
ing interests of members and translate them into united objectives and collective 
actions to produce enough value for members to participate in the cluster (Schretlen 
et al., 2011). Furthermore, good cluster governance is also required to create value 
in the cluster. It should ensure that the cluster is well-managed and include collec-
tive actions of the stakeholders, such as setting the vision and the strategy, approving 
action plans, evaluating the performance(Schretlen et al. 2011).

Past research also shows that cluster management and governance based on joint 
commitment, efforts, and collaboration leads to success, while the clusters driven 
only by cluster managers without a joint commitment of all actors are more likely 
to fail (Schretlen et al. 2011). In other words, management and governance based 
on collaboration are more likely to generate public benefits, while cluster initiatives 
driven by individual private interests are likely to underperform. According to Laur 
et al. (2012) the success of clusters crucially depends upon the consensus upon the 
vision. A shared vision and common objectives bind members to work together and 
create a collective identity, which in turn helps clusters operate well through coop-
eration, mutual learning, and technological synergies (Pinkse et al. 2018). Other fea-
tures concerning management and governance of successful cluster initiatives are the 
availability of cluster resources, the cooperation inside and outside the cluster, and 
the development of a clear framework, structure, and action plan to achieve objec-
tives (Sölvell et al. 2003; Schretlen et al. 2011).

The characteristics and evolution of the value creation process and the role of 
management and governance of cluster initiatives are particularly interesting in the 
case of new EU member States. Despite the diffusion of cluster initiatives across 
Europe, the success of these policy tools considering the implementation of smart 
specialisation strategies is often questioned (Boschma 2016; Anić et al. 2019). One 
important aspect concerns the sectoral variability of these initiatives. Therefore, the 
empirical analysis will investigate the management and governance practices most 
conducive to the achievement of value within different sectoral contexts to under-
stand whether it is possible to identify sectoral patterns of value creation within pol-
icy-driven clusters.
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3 The croatian competitiveness clusters

In Croatia, the development of cluster initiatives is an important part of economic 
policy, which promotes growth and competitiveness, while stimulating regional 
development, networking, and innovations. The Croatian clusters of competitiveness 
(CCC) were established in 2013 by the Croatian Ministry of Economy, crafts, and 
entrepreneurship as an important form of cluster development in the country. CCC 
were developed as non-profit organisations that “operate within sectors of strategic 
importance for the development of the country and link together private, scientific-
research and public institutions (triple helix) in a formal structure to increase com-
petitiveness and innovation in specific sectors of the country’s economy” (MINGO 
2016). CCC were formed as a state initiative that took into consideration the most 
important sectors of potential growth, their structure, the major companies within 
those sectors, as well as public and scientific institutions that were called to join clus-
ter organisations. CCC received public funding for their activities, such as sectoral 
analyses, strategic guidelines, sectoral mapping, and sectoral promotion. The main 
idea behind CCC is to promote the collaboration between stakeholders on strategic 
objectives, actions, and projects and in such way raise the competitiveness of sectors, 
promoting the efficient use of EU funds and programmes, the internationalisation 
and cross-sectoral networking and lobbying, as well as stimulating investments and 
innovations in the sector. CCC members can be private entities, business clusters, 
professional organisations, public institutions, scientific-research institutions, and 
regional or local government institutions. CCC members do not need to pay a mem-
bership fee.

CCC have a very important role in the implementation of the country’s smart 
specialisation strategy through which Croatia wants to overcome growth obstacles, 
enhance the competitiveness, innovation and, close the gap with more advanced EU 
countries, and attract EU structural funding (MINGO 2016). So far, the Croatian 
economic environment has been experienced quite a poor economic performance, 
relatively low investment in R&D, low innovation activity and patenting, and a low 
diffusion of new technologies and networking practices. The economy is dominated 
by traditional sectors, as is also shown by the composition of the country’s exports 
that are dominated by low value-added products. Institutional, regulatory and market 
conditions are implemented efficiently. One of the most important growth barriers is 
the lack of adequate linkages between research institutions and the business sector 
(Bečić and Švarc 2015; MINGO 2016).

In total 13 CCC referring to different sectors have been established that can be 
classified as follows (Ketels et al. 2006): (1) CCC covering basic, traditional manu-
facturing industries with future growth prospects (CCC for food processing, textile, 
leather and footwear, wood processing and maritime industries), (2) CCC including 
capital intensive manufacturing sectors (CCC for automotive, chemicals, plastics and 
rubber, electrical and manufacturing machinery and technology, defence, construc-
tion industries), and (3) CCC covering advanced high-tech services (CCC for cre-
ative and cultural industries, ICT, health, personalised medicine).
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4 Data collection and methodology

Our analysis is based on original survey data containing the members’ perceptions 
towards the drivers of the development of CCC, the process of value creation in 
CCC, and the process of cluster management and governance (for more details on the 
survey and data collection procedure see Anić et al. 2019). In this study, we exploit 
a subjective assessment of the value creation process in CCC and collect cluster 
members’ opinions, preferences and expectations that can be used as a first insight on 
cluster performance and on cluster management, even if they do not allow to build 
an objective and unbiased indicator. The data come from 250 questionnaires. Table 1 
presents the sample and the number of respondents by CCC, while Table 2 shows 
firms’ characteristics by sector.

The sample covers all 13 CCC. Most respondents are firms (52.4%), 17.6% are 
members from high education and research institutions, 16.8% are regional and local 
government institutions, 10% are professional organisations, and 3.2% are business 
clusters. As expected, the size of the companies is larger in CCC representing manu-
facturing industries than in CCC representing services. At the same time, growth is 
more pronounced in CCC related to advanced service industries (37% high-growth 
firms in services, as compared to 26% and 27% in manufacturing, and 22% of declin-
ing firms in services, as compared to 35% and 30% in manufacturing).

The questionnaire included questions about the drivers of cluster development, 
which identify priority objectives on which CCC should act to deliver value to their 
members, questions about the existing cluster management and governance pro-
cesses, and questions about the perceived value creation (cluster performance). The 
questionnaire was designed following the existing literature, including the Global 
Cluster Initiative Survey (Sölvell et al. 2003; Lindqvist et al. 2013). Concerning the 
drivers of cluster development, we asked respondents to evaluate on a Likert scale 
(from 1 - totally unimportant to 7 extremely important) the importance of 26 objec-
tives CCC should fulfil to generate value. These objectives represent priority areas 
on which cluster initiatives should act, and as such, can be considered as the drivers 

CCC type N %
Creative and cultural industries 31 12.4
Food processing 26 10.4
Electrical and manufacturing machinery and 
technology

25 10.0

Defence 24 9.6
ICT 22 8.8
Wood processing 21 8.4
Maritime 20 8.0
Automotive 17 6.8
Textile, leather, and footwear 17 6.8
Health 16 6.4
Chemical, plastics, and rubber 13 5.2
Personalised medicine 10 4.0
Construction 8 3.2
Total 250 100.0

Table 1 Sample characteristics 
by CCC type (N = 250)
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of CCC development in line with past research (Alberti and Belfanti 2019; Albahari 
et al. 2019). They include various areas of services ranging from the provision of 
infrastructure, networking services, innovation activities, the facilitation of diffu-
sion of new technologies to the provision of business assistance, the promotion of 
technical and managerial training, and lobbying. The evidence shows that the most 
important priority areas for cluster members are those related to innovativeness, pro-
motion, and diffusion of new technologies (84-88% of respondents), which indicates 
that members are aware of the importance of these objectives. The most important 
priority areas are lobbying for improving regulatory policy and infrastructure (about 
83% of respondents), which suggests that members see their CCC as a mediator in 
the negotiation with the government. Although lower-ranked, other objectives are 
also important, indicating that members expect CCC to work on a broad spectrum of 
activities that combine public and private interests.

Table 2 Characteristics of firms in CCC (% out of the total number of firms; n = 131)
CCC Firms 

in total 
sample

Large 
companies

Location 
in Zagreb

100% 
domestic 
companies

100% 
pri-
vate 
firms

Firms es-
tablished 
before 
1991

High-
growth 
firms

De-
clin-
ing 
firms

CCC in basic, traditional manufacturing industries
Food processing 31% 25% 38% 38% 63% 13% 13% 25%
Textile, leather, 
and footwear

77% 15% 31% 77% 77% 62% 23% 46%

Wood processing 33% 0% 14% 86% 86% 43% 57% 14%
Maritime 55% 36% 9% 82% 63% 45% 9% 55%
Average* 49% 19% 23% 71% 72% 41% 26% 35%
CCC in capital intensive manufacturing industries
Automotive 47% 0% 13% 38% 50% 0% 13% 13%
Chemicals, plas-
tics, and rubber

46% 17% 17% 67% 100% 50% 50% 33%

Construction 38% 33% 67% 100% 100% 67% 33% 33%
Defence 79% 11% 47% 84% 84% 5% 16% 26%
Electrical and 
manufacturing 
machinery

84% 33% 62% 67% 62% 67% 24% 43%

Average* 59% 19% 41% 71% 79% 38% 27% 30%
CCC in advanced high-tech services
Creative and cul-
tural industries

32% 0% 70% 100% 100% 0% 20% 20%

Personalised 
medicine

50% 0% 100% 60% 100% 20% 60% 20%

Medical 38% 17% 50% 50% 83% 33% 17% 33%
ICT 64% 14% 79% 86% 86% 29% 50% 14%
Average* 46% 8% 75% 74% 92% 21% 37% 22%
Note: *unweighted average. Percentages refer to the share of firms in the total number of firms in 
respective CCC. High-growth firms include firms that recorded the growth of employees more than 20% 
in 2016 compared to 2013. Declining firms are those firms that decreased the number of employees in 
2016 compared to 2013. Location in Zagreb represents the location of firms in the capital of the country
Source: Data obtained from Croatian Financial Agency (FINA) and portal Poslovna Hrvatska for 
company characteristics and performance data
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5 Value creation in CCC: empirical findings

5.1 Drivers of CCC development

The main scope of our analysis is to examine the mechanisms for value generation 
within CCC across different types of industries/sectors and to relate these mecha-
nisms to different drivers of CCC development and different modes of cluster man-
agement and governance. The starting point of the analysis is the study by Anić et al. 
(2019) that identified six groups of CCC development drivers that result from a factor 
analysis performed on 26 CCC development drivers (see Table A1 in the Appendix 
for the details related to the factor analysis). These factors are lobbying, innovation, 
market analysis, infrastructure, networking, and training.

The first factor is Lobbying that accounts for 36% of the total variance and includes 
items related to lobbying the government or infrastructure, regulatory policy, subsi-
dies and FDI incentives. Through lobbying in CCC, participants might try to interact 
with the government authorities to trigger policy actions, defend or improve their 
market position and in such a way boost the competitiveness (Sölvell et al. 2003; 
Meyer-Stamer and Harmes-Liedtke 2005).

The second factor - Innovation - is explained by a set of objectives related to the 
development and diffusion of product and process innovations, which also involve 
attracting new and innovative firms. The development of innovations is one of the 
most common reasons to set up the clusters and promote competitiveness globally 
(Asheim et al. 2017). Collective actions related to innovation are particularly inter-
esting for SMEs with limited resources, as they can benefit from the knowledge spill-
overs occurring within clusters (Huang et al. 2012). This type of cluster support is 
associated with the promotion of a more intense R&D activity in different sectors 
and with the adoption of the “high-road strategy” as the only sustainable alternative 
for higher-cost countries (like Croatia) that cannot compete on low prices (Asheim et 
al. 2017). A high-road strategy refers to delivering higher value-added products sold 
based on their quality rather than price (Mayhew and Keep 2014). In promoting a 
high-road strategy, the clusters play an important role by focusing on developing and 
adopting innovations, high-quality skills, and standards, leading to higher wages and 
productivity growth (Ketels and Protsiv 2013).

The third factor - Market analysis - is explained by the items related to assem-
bling market intelligence, analysing sectoral trends, and providing business assis-
tance. CCC members attribute relevance to this factor because market analysis helps 
them identify business opportunities and threats as the basis for further actions. The 
delivery of this service requires the development of a cluster website, participant 
directories, and helpdesk services, which represent powerful communication tools 
between the cluster management organisation, the cluster members, and the outside 
world (Schretlen et al. 2011).

The need for infrastructure-related projects and incubator services is the fourth 
group of expected benefits for cluster members – Infrastructure. This factor is 
explained by four different objectives, i.e., the development of private infrastructure 
projects, the establishment of technical standards, the coordination of purchasing 
processes and the provision of incubator services. CCC members expect the cluster 
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management to facilitate the links with existing incubators, the logistics, and the 
innovation/education centres. The services in this area might include providing space 
and its maintenance, consultancy, and activities related to promoting a strong con-
nection between the members and venture capitalists (Ratinho and Henriques 2010).

Networking is the fifth group of services CCC need to provide and is explained 
by the activities related to fostering networks among people and firms. This set of 
actions allows firms to access legal, consulting, and financial support, as well as dif-
ferent skills and resources (Humphrey and Schmitz 1996). It also creates the basis for 
upgrading efforts and includes the development of institutional networks, the organ-
isations of workshops and meetings on scientific and business issues, the management 
of newsletters and other communication tools, and the promotion of social/partnering 
events with local and international actors (Schretlen et al. 2011). Dense networks 
of SMEs in clusters can create economies of scale and scope (Meyer-Stamer and 
Harmes-Liedtke 2005), and therefore this service has been recognised to be a central 
aspect of most cluster initiatives across the world (Sölvell et al. 2003; Meyer-Stamer 
and Harmes-Liedtke 2005; Leclyuse et al. 2019). The process of networking and 
cooperation among cluster members can maximise the innovative potential of the 
group through the development of mutual learning (Albahari et al. 2019).

The final sixth group of CCC development drivers is related to technical and mana-
gerial training - Training. This type of support has emerged as a very important value-
creating mechanism in other clusters worldwide (Sölvell et al. 2003; Albahari et al. 
2019). Training services of cluster organisations includes the provision of seminars 
and workshops on business-related topics –e.g., venture capital and business devel-
opment, regulation, and innovation. In some cases, cluster organisations cooperate 
with universities to develop specific training programs, while in other cases, they can 
employ the services of external consultants or training centres (Schretlen et al. 2011).

It is important to underline that while most of these cluster development driv-
ers are important for the creation of public value in clusters, lobbying is driven to a 
large extent by private interests and may represent a way to appropriate private value 
(Khanna et al. 1998; Mizik and Jacobson 2003; Polk 2011; Ketels and Protsiv 2013).

The literature has often underlined that the drivers behind cluster development and 
the type of support required might vary across sectors (Ketels et al. 2006; Andersson 
et al. 2004; Eisingerich et al. 2010). In our study, we investigate whether there are 
specific patterns concerning the development drivers by CCC. Table 3 illustrates the 
mean values of factor scores of development drivers for each CCC.

Our results show that CCC from different sectors are interested in different types 
of business support and expect different benefits. Specifically, members from CCC 
representing basic and traditional manufacturing industries on average are more inter-
ested in lobbying, innovation, and infrastructure development. This is particularly 
true for the CCCs associated with the food processing, textile, leather, and footwear 
industries. Those sectors include, at the same time, more state-owned companies and 
declining firms that are typically more inclined towards lobbying activities. However, 
it is interesting to notice that on the one hand, members of clusters representing tradi-
tional sectors see lobbying instruments as a means to generate value, but on the other 
hand see clusters as an instrument to push for innovation and public infrastructural 
investments, which could be an indication that these cluster participants perceive a 
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coordination failure (e.g., underinvestment in the infrastructure of use to all market 
participants) and expect their CCC to work in these areas. In this group, the CCC 
related to the wood processing sector is an outlier, as its members are less interested 
in lobbying and more in the provision of market analysis, training, and infrastruc-
ture development, which may be due to the strong presence of many (private) high-
growth SMEs in this CCC.

The members of the CCC related to the capital-intensive manufacturing sectors 
mostly require support related to market analysis and infrastructure development, 
while they are not interested in lobbying. On average, capital intensive CCC have 
more private firms and fewer declining firms than CCC associated with traditional 
industries, which might explain their lower tendency towards lobbying and their 
higher inclination towards market-driven activities. If we look at the third group of 
CCC in advanced high-tech services, it can be noticed that members in this group 
are on average interested only in training and networking. As compared to the first 
two groups, these CCC have, on average more SMEs, more private and young firms, 
more high-growth firms, and fewer declining firms. In this group, the CCC related 
to personalised medicine stands out with particularly high values on the factors con-
cerning infrastructure, innovation, and training. Creative and cultural industries seem 

Table 3 Drivers of CCC development by sectors (mean values of factor scores)
Lobbying Innovation Market 

Analysis
Infrastructure Networking Train-

ing
CCC in basic, traditional manufacturing industries
Food Processing 0.203 0.180 -0.253 0.123 -0.053 -0.141
Textile, leather, 
and footwear

0.144 0.346 0.035 0.216 0.064 -0.056

Wood 
Processing

0.078 0.329 0.620 0.257 -0.066 0.132

Maritime -0.047 0.116 -0.008 -0.135 -0.219 -0.207
Average 0.095 0.243 0.099 0.115 -0.069 -0.068
CCC in capital intensive manufacturing
Automotive -0.072 0.103 -0.181 0.150 -0.312 -0.014
Chemical, plas-
tic, and rubber

-0.110 -0.020 0.046 0.010 0.069 0.036

Construction 0.042 0.337 0.416 0.517 -0.133 0.037
Defence 0.110 -0.154 0.086 -0.210 -0.247 -0.156
Electrical and 
mechanical 
machinery

-0.517 -0.115 0.300 -0.141 0.172 0.128

Average -0.109 0.030 0.133 0.065 -0.090 0.006
CCC in advanced high-tech services
Creative 
and Cultural 
Industries

0.268 -0.566 0.009 0.012 0.358 -0.021

Personalised 
medicine

-0.441 0.468 -0.495 0.625 0.018 0.363

Medical 0.210 -0.183 -0.210 -0.393 -0.027 -0.017
ICT -0.140 -0.072 -0.422 -0.370 0.106 0.150
Average -0.026 -0.088 -0.280 -0.032 0.114 0.119
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to be an outlier in this group regarding a higher interest in lobbying, which can be 
explained by the characteristics of this industry depending on state support.

5.2 The process of value creation in CCC

The CCC development drivers are associated with members’ perception of the impact 
of CCC on the sectoral performance, i.e., with the process of value creation. We 
operationalise the concept of value creation through the perceived business perfor-
mance. In the questionnaire, the respondents were asked to evaluate on a Likert scale 
(from 1 = disagree completely to 7 = agree completely) 12 statements related to the 
impact of CCC on sectoral development, including international competitiveness, 
the strengthening of the collaborations between firms across the global value chains, 
the development of the science-industry links and new technologies, enhancement of 
revenues, employment, and export growth in the sector.

The evaluation of the 12 performance items shows that the mean value of the 
evaluations of the performance items (2.7–3.9) signals poor levels of value creation 
in CCC as perceived by members. The most important outcomes of CCC concern the 
creation of industry-university links (38.8% of respondents agree with the statement 
of the positive impact of CCC), the attraction of new firms to the sector (26.1% of 
respondents agree with the statement of the positive effect of CCC) and the improve-
ment of the international competitiveness of the sector (21.3% of respondents agree 
with the statement of the positive impact of CCC). On the contrary, the worst results 
pertain to the attraction of new firms to the region (average evaluation of 2.74), the 
attraction of FDI (average evaluation of 2.77), the employment increase (average 
evaluation of 2.93).

To investigate how members of CCC evaluate the process of value creation in 
different CCC, we performed a factor analysis on the previously mentioned perfor-
mance items, which produced one factor - perceived value1 (Table A2 in the Appen-
dix). Different CCC score differently regarding the perceived value, depending on 
the objectives of different members they have when joining the cluster initiatives. 
To understand the relationship between the cluster development drivers and the per-
ceived value, we first classified CCC members into two groups, based on the aver-
age score of their members on the perceived value factor. High-value creation CCC 
have, on average, a positive factor loading of the perceived value factor among their 
members. In contrast, low-value creation CCC have, on average, a negative factor 
loading of the perceived value factor among their members. A positive evaluation 
of the value creation indicates that the members are satisfied with the benefits CCC 
generates, while a negative evaluation shows the members’ disappointment. Table 4 
shows the distribution of CCC in the two groups of high-value creation and low-
value creation and the relative importance of the development drivers for these two 
groups. The first group - high-value creation - consists mainly of the CCC represent-
ing capital-intensive manufacturing with two outliers: the CCC associated with the 
personalised medicine sector from the group of advanced high-tech services, and the 

1  This factor accounts for the long-term performance indicators such as the increase in employment, 
revenues, and FDI, the promotion of export, and the upgrade of products and process (Anić et al. 2019).
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CCC associated with the wood processing sector from traditional manufacturing. The 
second group - low-value creation - consist of CCC related to basic and traditional 
manufacturing and advanced high-tech services (Table 4).

What is interesting for the scope of our paper is that members of high- and low-
value creation CCC significantly differ in their evaluation of the CCC development 
drivers. In particular, the members of high-value creation CCC are interested in the 
support related to infrastructure development, innovation, market analysis and train-
ing. At the same time, they do not consider lobbying as important. On the other hand, 
the members of the low-value creation CCC are interested in lobbying and network-
ing. This might suggest that the mechanism of public value creation in clusters works 
much better for CCC, whose members are oriented towards innovation and market 
analysis. At the same time,it is not so efficient for CCC, whose members look for lob-
bying and networking.This finding is also in line with the firm composition of the two 
groups. Indeed, high-value creation CCC have more high-growth, market-oriented 
firms as compared to low-value creation CCC that have a higher share of declining, 
typically lobbying-oriented firms. We checked for the statistical significance of the 
differences in the factor and found that the differences between the two groups of 
CCC are significant for the lobbying and market analysis factors.

The results provide interesting insights into the effectiveness of cluster policy in 
the smart specialisation context. Indeed, such a policy mechanism aims at tackling 
information and coordination failures and the related underinvestment leading to 
suboptimal levels in the variety of economic activities in an economy. In this case, 
the value creation in the cluster leads to an alignment of public and private value 
and entails both economic and social benefits. Under such conditions, clusters may 
unlock value by improving the external context for companies while also enhancing 
their productivity (Porter and Kramer 2011). If, on the other hand, the cluster gener-
ates only private interests expressed through windfall profits by externalising costs 
(e.g., through the coordination of lobbying), then the policy-driven cluster gener-
ates private value but will probably fail to create a variety of economic activities 
which should be the primary policy goal. In Croatia, we observe that, on average, 
those cluster initiatives whose development is mainly driven by lobbying and net-
working objectives tend to generate less value than those cluster initiatives that are 
driven by priority areas related to innovation, infrastructure, and training, benefiting 
both companies and the sector as well. This second type of cluster can unlock value 
creation mechanisms through the investments in building knowledge and competen-
cies, which lead to the improvement of the business environment (Porter and Kramer 
2011), enabling the generation of public value opportunities that go beyond the single 
firm’s capacity, since they allow the access to a valuable set of skills, capabilities, and 
knowledge. (Bengtsson and Kock 1999).

5.3 Management and cluster governance

The value creation process in CCC requires a well-developed system of manage-
ment and governance (Sölvell et al. 2003; Schretlen et al. 2011) that guarantees the 
efficient delivery of support services to the CCC members. For this reason, in this 
section, we investigate the modes of management and cluster governance across dif-
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Lobbying Innovation Market 
Analysis

Infrastructure Networking Training Perfor-
mance

High-value creation
Per-
son-
alised 
medi-
cine

-0.441 0.468 -0.495 0.625 0.018 0.363 1.384

Auto-
motive

-0.072 0.103 -0.181 0.150 -0.312 -0.014 0.135

Wood 
pro-
cess-
ing

0.078 0.329 0.620 0.257 -0.066 0.132 0.718

De-
fence

0.110 -0.154 0.086 -0.210 -0.247 -0.156 0.114

Con-
struc-
tion

0.042 0.337 0.416 0.517 -0.133 0.037 0.052

Elec-
trical 
and 
me-
chani-
cal 
ma-
chin-
ery

-0.517 -0.115 0.300 -0.141 0.172 0.128 0.011

Aver-
age

-0.133 0.161 0.124 0.200 -0.095 0.082 0.402

Low-value creation
Mari-
time

-0.047 0.116 -0.008 -0.135 -0.219 -0.207 -0.022

Cre-
ative 
and 
cul-
tural 
Indus-
tries

0.268 -0.566 0.009 0.012 0.358 -0.021 -0.024

Medi-
cal

0.210 -0.183 -0.210 -0.393 -0.027 -0.017 -0.031

Food 
pro-
cess-
ing

0.203 0.180 -0.253 0.123 -0.053 -0.141 -0.399

ICT -0.140 -0.072 -0.422 -0.370 0.106 0.150 -0.406
Tex-
tile, 
leath-
er, and 
foot-
wear

0.144 0.346 0.035 0.216 0.064 -0.056 -0.456

Table 4 Value creation process by CCC and development drivers
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ferent CCC to detect the most relevant features of the high-value CCC, focusing on 
their sectoral composition. In the questionnaire, we asked respondents to identify 
their level of agreement on a set of 12 statements concerning CCC management and 
governance patterns (from 1- “completely disagree” - to 7 - “completely agree”).

The results show that having a consensus about the activities that the CCC should 
pursue is very important for 44.6% of the respondents. The orientation towards con-
sensus requires developing a set of agreements related to expected outcomes and 
benefits and the obligations of cluster members (Schretlen et al. 2011). A set of shared 
values can provide a platform for developing trust, and the lack of consensus is often 
one of the causes of cluster failure (Ingstrup and Damgaard 2013). However, building 
consensus in the early phase of a cluster development may entail a tremendous effort 
(Sölvell et al. 2003). A clear cluster vision is also an important element of cluster 
management, as agreed by 45.8% of respondents. The vision refers to the outline 
of the long-term goals of the cluster and constitutes an important milestone for the 
cluster’s strategic planning (Schretlen et al. 2011).

With respect to the cluster management and governance perspective, it is also 
important that the objectives are quantifiable. The framework for cooperation is 
developed clearly and thoroughly, which is agreed upon by about 30% of respon-
dents. The willingness to share information with other clusters represents a best prac-
tice in many countries (Sölvell et al. 2003). Past research indicates indeed that strong 
ties with the environment drive a positive cluster performance (Eisingerich et al. 
2010). This process requires sharing knowledge and information between the clus-
ters and the surrounding environment/society. Newsletters, communications on the 
website, seminars and workshops constitute effective means to diffusion of informa-
tion (Schretlen et al. 2011). In our sample, 25.7–26.9% of respondents perceive that 
their CCC share their experiences with other actors, indicating that CCC make not 
many contacts and/or long-lasting relationships with other actors. One crucial issue 
in cluster governance is the definition of cluster leadership. Many successful clusters 
have at least one large firm functioning as an anchor company that supports cluster 
development by acting as a pole of attraction for other companies. Large firms can 
build a critical mass of experienced human capital, provide a large customer base, 
and develop relationships with suppliers (Andersson et al. 2004). In the case of a 
policy-driven cluster, the initiative comes from the government, and it is often part of 
a process where large organisations at different levels are engaged, and the local and 
regional government can be involved (Sölvell et al. 2003). According to the respon-
dents, in the CCC, major companies dominate the process of cluster governance, 

Lobbying Innovation Market 
Analysis

Infrastructure Networking Training Perfor-
mance

Chem-
ical, 
plastic, 
and 
rubber

-0.110 -0.020 0.046 0.010 0.069 0.036 -0.458

Aver-
age

0.075 -0.028 -0.115 -0.077 0.043 -0.037 -0.257

Table 4 (continued) 

1 3



Patterns of value creation in policy-driven cluster initiatives: evidence…

while regional and local governance is less influential. Table 5 shows the average 
mean values of management and governance modes across high-value and low-value 
creation CCC.

The data show that compared to low-value creation CCC, on average, high-value 
creation CCC have received better evaluation scores on observed management and 
governance items related to the existence of a clearly formulated vision, the practice 
of the quantification of objectives, a consensus on activities, operational tasks, orien-
tation towards cooperation and sharing the experience with other actors. The results, 
therefore, confirm that CCC with a better capability of generating value are more 
structured and organised. If CCC are managed and governed based on joint commit-
ment, efforts and cooperation, these clusters will likely generate larger public value 
shared by all members and the sector. This requires a well-defined commitment to 
developing a framework of cooperation, a consensus on the vision, and cooperation 
with different stakeholders outside the clusters. On the other hand, CCC in which 
members do not cooperate and share knowledge and experience and reach consen-
sus on vision, are likely to underperform, as private interests will dominate in the 
decision-making process. In this case, as discussed by the literature, the cluster might 
only serve as a means of externalising costs through the coordination of lobbying, 
and it fails to create a variety of economic activity, which should be the primary pol-
icy goal (OECD 2000; Nightingale and Coad 2020). In general, members of all CCC 
perceive that the available budget is not sufficient for the implementation of major 
projects, whereas high-value CCC evaluated the existing budget availability slightly 
more favourably than low-value CCC. Members of both groups of CCC also agree to 
a large extent that this process is dominated by major companies and that the regional 
and local governments are somewhat involved, but are less influential

6 Discussion

This paper examines how cluster initiatives initiated by the government within the 
smart specialisation strategy might generate value for their members across different 
sectors. The main idea behind the development of such cluster initiatives is to gather 
the most important business and research-oriented actors in the economy and use 
the clusters as a platform through which the synergies resulting from cooperative 
and joint efforts, actions, and projects will be developed, which in turn raises the 
regional and sectoral competitiveness (Laur et al. 2012; Konstantynova and Lehm-
ann 2017). For cluster initiatives to fulfil their mission, they must meet the expecta-
tions of their members. In doing so, they need to provide the services that members 
ask for when joining them. If this is not the case, such cluster programs are doomed to 
fail. The existence of different members’ expectations in joining the clusters has been 
acknowledged in past research. Still, much less is known about what type of cluster 
support is required by different sectors, which is the focus of our paper.

Our analysis looks at the specific case of the 13 CCC in Croatia. It shows that 
members of clusters associated with different sectors have different requirements and 
competencies, and thus expect the clusters to deliver them a different set of services. 
The members of CCC representing basic and traditional manufacturing industries are 
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on average more interested in lobbying and infrastructure development than mem-
bers of CCC in other sectors. This sector has a higher share of large, state-owned, and 
declining firms, which are motivated to lobby to trigger policy actions. Traditional 
sectors also see the development of innovations as a key driver of future growth 
because they use simple technologies, employ low-to-medium skilled labour, and 
deliver low value-added products (Sölvell et al. 2003), and might require help from 
clusters to upgrade their business. The results also show that CCC representing cap-
ital-intensive manufacturing sectors are the most market-oriented and require from 
their clusters marketing services. These sectors consist of private, small, and domes-
tic firms that have problems selling their products on the market, and as such, expect 
help from clusters in this field. These CCC also have a lower share of declining firms 
and members do not perceive that their CCC can realise their goals through lobbying 
using CCC platform. The members of CCC representing advanced high-tech services 
perceive on average that training is the most important service. This indicates that the 
members of CCC in these sectors are aware of the fast-technological changes in the 
market, which require upgrading skills and competencies. The second most impor-
tant service for them is realising the benefits of mutual learning through networking 
with other actors. Companies in this group are small, private, and young and typically 
experience high growth.

Our findings suggest that the goal-orientation is associated with different levels of 
perceived value creation. In particular, the expected support related to infrastructure 
development, innovation, market analysis and training yields a better evaluation of 
the capability of the cluster to generate value. It produces greater public value for the 
community. As these activities rely on cooperative behaviour, involve joint efforts 
related to R&D, innovations, building technological capabilities, production, deliver-
ing products to the market, benefits are shared by all members and are important for 
generating public value (Khanna et al. 1998; Lavie 2007).

Our case further shows that, on average, in the group of successful cluster ini-
tiatives are those CCC that are aimed at public value generation by tackling some 
key market failures, thereby increasing members’ innovative capability, investment 
activities, and competencies beyond prior levels. In other words, when the goals are 
oriented towards the development of innovations, pursuing a high-road strategy with 
the aim of delivering higher value-added products and services, and of developing 
new knowledge and competencies, the CCC tend to produce a greater value (Ketels 
and Protsiv 2013; Mizik and Jacobson 2003). It is, however, also possible that CCC 
produces a higher value if it manages to align both public and private value by relying 
on both lobbying and public value generation activities with the emphasis on public 
value generation activities (e.g., Khanna et al. 1998). For example, members of CCC 
in wood processing and construction industries expect some public value generation 
activities (like innovation and infrastructure development) and attach importance 
also to lobbying that is, however, less important.

On the other hand, in the group of CCC that generated a lower value, we find CCC 
in which members see lobbying and networking activities as the most important, 
which might indicate that these participants perceive a coordination failure in the 
cluster initiatives. These activities are relevant as a means of appropriation of private 
value from the cluster membership but fail to contribute to the generation of public/
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shared value within the sectoral context. Moreover, there are also some CCC (e.g., 
chemical, plastic, and rubber CCC) in which members do not see that their cluster 
initiatives should develop through lobbying but still perceive networking as a very 
important factor, which is also an indication of a coordination failure. Although “net-
working” in our case is associated with low-value CCC, this activity which might 
include organising conferences, workshops, meetings, and other events can be in fact 
very useful for members, if efficiently carried out. Networking can indeed help firms 
learn about new business opportunities, build collaborations, and establish new rela-
tionships, which might result in new arrangements, new joint projects and increase 
the innovative potential of firms (Schretlen et al. 2011; Albahari et al. 2019).

Furthermore, our findings indicate that it is not the technological intensity of the 
sector that determines the specific goal orientation, but rather the characteristics of 
firms. In other words, in the group of low-value creation CCC, we have some high-
tech CCC like ICT and medical CCC, and in the group of high-value CCC, we find 
some CCC from traditional industries like wood processing. What matters for deter-
mining goal orientation is the composition of firms in the sector and their position in 
the market. As such, high-value CCC have more high-growth firms (38% vs. 24%), 
fewer declining firms (27.2% vs. 29.8%), and more private firms (96.4% vs. 79.3%) 
than the group of low-value CCC. It is more likely that if a firm is small, private 
and experiences high growth, it expects cluster management to provide public value 
generation activities that help strengthen their capacities to compete more efficiently 
in the market in the long run, such as the support for innovation activities and infra-
structure development. On the other hand, if a CCC consist of more declining and 
larger firms with an important share of state ownership, their members are likely to 
search for lobbying and coordination activities to defend or improve their current 
market position.

Our study confirms previous findings that most CCC do not pursue pure private or 
pure public value-seeking activities but encompass an alignment of both types of val-
ues (Mizik and Jacobson 2003). In contrast, if private benefits dominate over public 
ones, the alliance will fail to achieve its goals (Khanna et al. 1998). The inclination 
towards private value generation through lobbying is more emphasised when mem-
bers perceive more opportunities to obtain unexpected earnings outside the cluster, 
such as lobbying towards the government (Mizik and Jacobson 2003; Konstantynova 
and Lehmann 2017). Contrary to the expectations, our results show that CCC repre-
senting high-tech industries are found in both groups, which indicates that high-tech 
firms also employ value appropriation strategy to defend their position in the market 
(Mizik and Jacobson 2003). Furthermore, firms’ behaviour is conditioned by their 
position in the market (Khanna et al. 1998). High-growth, small and private firms are 
more interested in the value creation process to create new advantages at a faster rate 
by innovations to improve their market position, rather than to defend it (Grant 1991; 
Mizik and Jacobson 2003). In stable technology markets, i.e., traditional sectors 
where technology is less important and potential earnings exist outside the cluster in 
the market, value appropriation will be more emphasised (Chandler 1994; Mizik and 
Jacobson 2003).

Finally, our study also indicates a few management and governance elements that 
drive the value generation process in CCC. On average, higher scores on the consen-
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sus upon the activities, a clearly formulated vision, the quantification of objectives, 
the openness of the cluster to information and best practice sharing with other actors 
are associated with a higher capability to generate value for the cluster members. 
This analysis is important, because more public value is created if members reach a 
consensus on the cluster vision and goals that bind them to work together through 
cooperation, sharing of information and mutual learning (e.g., Schretlen et al. 2011). 
On the other hand, the lack of consensus or share values makes the cluster just a tool 
to externalise costs and obtain windfall profits, without any opportunity of generating 
shared, public value together with creating private value.

7 Conclusions

This paper has investigated the process of value creation in the Croatian policy-driven 
cluster initiatives (CCC) to understand what are the factors that are most conducive to 
the generation of value and how this process is associated with specific management 
and governance practices. We have emphasized the sectoral differences across differ-
ent cluster initiatives. Our analysis based on 13 CCC shows that there is a specific 
set of services that cluster initiatives should provide to their members to meet their 
expectations and create value. Our study shows that a pattern of desired activities 
conditions the success of CCC. Long-term objectives such as innovation, market 
analysis, infrastructure development, and training produce overall more value. CCC 
that pursue these services are more likely to achieve their main goals, tackling some 
market failures and increase the competitiveness of the sector/region. On the other 
hand, short-term oriented objectives such as lobbying and networking produce over-
all less value. It is likely that CCC pursuing these objectives will not achieve their 
main goal because they are captured by private interests.

Our findings further show that the composition of firms in CCC can explain CCC 
members’ goal orientation. CCC with a higher share of high-growth, private and 
small firms are more likely to require activities that enhance their capacity to improve 
market position beyond the current level of development, as compared to CCC with 
a higher share of declining and state-owned companies that emphasise lobbying and 
networking activities to improve or defend their current market position. Finally, our 
study indicates that a few management and governance elements drive the public 
value generation process in CCC, such as joint efforts, a shared vision, and coopera-
tion among actors.

The findings have some important implications for cluster managers and policy-
makers. As the evaluation of management and governance of CCC are pretty low at 
the present stage of CCC development, meaning that CCC do not provide enough 
value to their members and/or to the sector, changes in the development path of CCC 
are needed. Our findings show that CCC should particularly focus on the efficient 
provision of those services, which produce the highest value for members in line with 
their expectations. Those services are related to innovation, infrastructure develop-
ment, market analysis and training, which drive higher public value creation. Cluster 
managers need to create an environment in which members do not perceive cluster 
initiatives only as a short-term opportunity for lobbying but as a platform through 
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which members can learn and enhance their competencies, skills, and market capa-
bilities through cooperation, knowledge sharing and innovation development with 
other actors, in line with previous studies (e.g., Hamel et al. 1989; Khanna et al. 1998; 
Laur et al. 2012). Cluster managers should also recognise the differences across dif-
ferent sectoral cluster initiatives regarding the services required by cluster members. 
At the same time, CCC should excel in cluster management and governance and go 
beyond the management of cluster organisations (Schretlen et al. 2011). This means 
that it is important to motivate members to work together and align the private inter-
est with the overall objectives of smart specialisation and development of the sector 
(Laur et al. 2012; Pinkse et al. 2018). It is also important that CCC have a sufficient 
budget for implementing important sectoral projects (Sölvell et al. 2003).

This study has some limitations. The study is based on a subjective assessment 
of the value creation process that has some weaknesses as compared to an objective, 
unbiased evaluation, which is based on observable and verifiable facts. Even though 
the indicator we use is not an objective indicator for evaluating cluster success and 
distinguishing high- and low-value clusters, it allows us to collect information about 
members’ expectations, which can provide some useful insights on cluster perfor-
mance. A further limitation of our study is the early stage of development of the CCC 
program, which makes it difficult to assess the long-term cluster effects. Even though 
the case of Croatia is a very peculiar one, the generalisability of the results might 
be limited due to small sample restrictions. It should be also mentioned that besides 
sectoral differences, the value creation process in cluster initiatives can be also influ-
enced by other factors, such as various interests of stakeholders, individual char-
acteristics of firms and cluster managers, as well as by human resources, financing 
and infrastructure, and timing of cluster impulses, which can be examined in future 
studies. Future studies might also include input variables and extend the selection of 
management and governance items, also including short-term performance variables. 
Furthermore, cross-country comparisons can be made to see how the evolution of 
clusters and the benefits of these structures differ among new and more advanced 
EU countries. Lastly, the paper suffers from the smallness and the general charac-
teristics (cross-section only) of the data set, making causal interpretations/analyses 
impossible.

8 Appendix
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Lobbying Innovation Market 
and sector 
analyses

Infrastruc-
ture and 
Standards

Networks and 
collaboration

Train-
ing

Lobby government for 
infrastructure

0.813 0.155 0.197 0.072 0.11 0.092

Improve regulatory 
policy

0.789 0.11 0.175 0.001 0.201 0.139

Lobby for subsidies 0.722 0.132 0.313 0.212 0.017 0.15
Improve FDI 
incentives

0.715 0.238 0.056 0.117 0.059 0.123

Promote innovation, 
new technologies

0.091 0.841 0.074 0.001 0.139 0.118

Facilitate higher 
innovativeness

0.082 0.804 0.056 -0.019 0.215 0.229

Diffuse technology 
within the cluster/
sector

0.195 0.727 0.128 0.081 -0.034 0.398

Attract new firms 
and talent to sector/
industry

0.082 0.624 0.141 0.176 0.304 0.077

Enhance production 
processes

0.344 0.607 0.015 0.321 -0.051 0.239

Create brand for 
sector/industry

0.401 0.572 0.226 0.104 0.113 -0.207

Promote expansion of 
existing firms

0.041 0.397 0.286 0.389 0.389 -0.083

Assemble market 
intelligence

0.271 0.047 0.818 0.095 0.07 0.074

Analyse technical 
trends

0.088 0.238 0.706 0.073 0.23 0.185

Provide business 
assistance

0.442 0.117 0.56 0.22 0.184 0.199

Study and analyse the 
sector

0.53 0.052 0.549 0.081 0.128 0.132

Promote exports from 
the sector

0.31 0.433 0.498 0.314 -0.004 -0.217

Conduct private infra-
structure projects

0.113 -0.037 0.003 0.831 0.095 0.182

Establish technical 
standards

0.091 0.257 0.229 0.71 0.014 0.053

Co-ordinate purchasing 0.063 0.064 0.42 0.59 0.068 0.198
Provide incubator 
services

0.409 0.076 -0.089 0.538 0.281 0.23

Foster networks among 
people

0.157 0.1 0.095 0.014 0.762 0.29

Establish networks 
among firms

0.139 0.278 0.164 0.17 0.729 -0.071

Improve firms’ cluster 
awareness

0.395 0.117 0.348 0.144 0.441 0.034

Provide technical 
training

0.273 0.285 0.166 0.179 0.119 0.698

Table A1 Factor analysis on drivers of CCC development
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Perceived value
CCC has led to increased employment in the sector 0.908
CCC promoted the export of the sector/industry 0.908
CCC has helped the sector increase revenues 0.897
CCC has led to product/process upgrading 0.876
CCC has increased FDI into the sector 0.876
CCC has attracted new firms to the sector/industry 0.869
CCC has improved the international competitiveness of the 
sector

0.864

CCC helped the sector/industry develop new specialisations 0.851
New technologies have emerged through CCC 0.848
CCC has led to increased collaboration with international 
companies within global value chains

0.841

CC has mostly attracted new firms to particular/adjacent 
counties (regions).

0.810

CCC developed enough strength to be sustainable 0.759
CCC has led to closer industry-academia ties 0.748

Table A2 Exploratory factor 
analysis on perceived value

Notes: Principal Component 
Analysis with Varimax rotation 
(Kaiser Normalization). 
Rotation converged in 8 
iterations

 

Lobbying Innovation Market 
and sector 
analyses

Infrastruc-
ture and 
Standards

Networks and 
collaboration

Train-
ing

Provide management 
training

0.298 0.227 0.176 0.265 0.016 0.667

Promote formation of 
spin-offs

0.035 0.189 0.114 0.387 0.3 0.496

Note: Principal Component Analysis with Varimax rotation (Kaiser Normalization). Rotation converged 
in 8 iterations

Table A1 (continued) 
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