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Abstract 

This thesis presents a qualitative case study that examines whether Norwegian Innovation Clusters’ 

(NIC) succeed in increasing and reinforcing relations in cluster projects. Due to NIC’s goal of 

increasing collaborative relations in the clusters, it is interesting to investigate how social capital is 

present at all levels of the chosen clusters, Norwegian Fashion Hub (NFH) and Tequity Cluster (TC), 

and whether NIC’s ability to build trust and networks affect the two clusters’ relations. This paper 

applies numerous theories on clusters, social capital, and networks. The theories are used to analyze 

how NIC focus on, create and develop relations in order to help their clusters, NFH and TC, develop 

and thrive. Since human relations and interactions between different actors are the core of innovation, 

social capital is a crucial element to focus on in the direction NIC is pursuing.  

 
The first part of the analysis investigates social capital on the clusters’ macro, meso, and micro level 

and how this is affected by the clusters’ conditions. It is found that NFH has a significant focus on 

social capital and that this focus has helped develop the cluster into the mature and thriving cluster it 

is today. The need for social capital can be justified in the cluster conditions, as NFH is a horizontal 

and industrial cluster. Hence, the members are direct competitors and do not benefit from already 

existing regional ties. TC is a relatively young cluster and has a high focus on building cooperation 

and expertise. However, it is found that the need for a focus on social capital might not be as pressing 

as TC is built on a vertical structure where the companies complement each other in the value chain, 

and the companies are based in the same region.  

 
The next part of the analysis further elucidates how NFH and TC’s relations are affected by NIC. By 

applying theories on trust and networks, it was found that NIC’s internal embeddedness is 

characterized by strong ties and limited external bridging ties. NIC need to share their network more 

and serve as better boundary spanners to develop weak ties. Further, it was found that there is a need 

for individual cluster facilitation as clusters have different conditions and need different follow-up. 

 
Based on the analysis and discussion of this thesis, it is concluded that NIC should increase their 

efforts in creating and developing relations. Tools on inter-firm relations should be encouraged and 

used, and the focus needs to shift from collaboration to cooperation. However, the tools cannot be 

directly applied to all clusters but need to be altered for each cluster in line with the cluster conditions. 

Thus, it is concluded that NIC needs to focus on creating bridges between the clusters and between 

the clusters and their external relations in order to succeed. 
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1. Introduction 

In a rapidly changing world, where product life cycles become shorter, there is an increasing need for 

companies to innovate faster and smarter to succeed (Andresen et al., 2018; Ringel, 2015). To 

preserve a competitive advantage, it is essential for businesses to be able to tap into technologies and 

new ideas beyond their organizational boundaries to gain new knowledge. Relations and interactions 

between people, organizations and businesses may foster innovation capabilities and innovation 

outcomes. In other words, with today’s rate of change, companies need to cooperate with external 

knowledge sources to thrive.  

 
One way of cooperating (work jointly towards the same end, untraded interdependencies, elaborated 

in chapter 4.1) is through business clusters (critical mass of businesses in different parts of the value 

chain located in the same region, elaborated in chapter 4.2). Clustered companies can achieve better 

production functions and higher innovation capabilities (relate to a company’s ability to solve 

problems, learn and recombine knowledge (Lorenzen, 2018)) than isolated companies due to 

knowledge and information spill-overs (Krugman, 1991). Various conditions may vary within a 

cluster, which in turn affects the cluster’s needs. Johnstad and Utter (2015) summarizes how value 

creation can take place in a cluster through cooperation between individuals, groups, and 

organizations at macro, meso and micro level. At all three levels, social capital can be a resource that 

promotes goal achievement and safeguards essential values and concerns. It is vital to build, maintain 

and renew social capital on all three levels, through the efforts of individuals, groups or businesses 

(ibid).  

 

The Norwegian government seeks to strengthen national and regional innovation environments 

through a policy-driven cluster program. Norwegian Innovation Clusters’ (NIC) goal is to increase 

collaboration (the action of working with someone to produce something, traded activity, elaborated 

in chapter 4.1), innovation and value added for their clusters more than would otherwise have been 

the case (Røtnes et al., 2017). Norway was early in introducing a government-supported national 

policy-driven cluster program, and hence they have long experience in the field (Bardalen & Morseth, 

2019). NIC consists of three levels; Arena, National Center of Expertise (NCE) and Global Center of 

Expertise (GCE). The first level to launch and the one I will focus on throughout this thesis is Arena, 

targeting clusters of newly established and/or immature collaboration initiatives (Røtnes et al., 2017).  
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When looking for clusters to analyze in the comparative analysis, I looked for two clusters with some 

similarities and some differences. The two clusters, Norwegian Fashion Hub (NFH) and Tequity 

Cluster (TC), are solid examples of clusters in the Arena program with a perceived high degree of 

focus on cooperation, relations, and trust. However, the two clusters are chosen as case studies in this 

thesis due to the differences in the cluster conditions as I wish to examine how this affects the relations 

in the clusters (elaborated in chapter 1.3).  

1.1. Research Problem 

In increasingly competitive markets, it is vital for Norway to develop more innovative business 

environments, which was why NIC was launched. NIC has always been relatively progressive, and it 

is reported increased value creation, in the form of collaborative relationships, and results as a 

consequence of cluster participation in NIC (Røtnes et al., 2017). Relations and social capital are seen 

as drivers for change both within the innovation literature and the innovation policy (Normann, Fosse, 

Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 2014). Due to this, I find it interesting to examine the presence of social capital 

on all levels in NFH and TC, and how this is affected by the clusters’ conditions. NIC’s goal of 

increasing collaborative relations in cluster projects further makes it interesting to examine whether 

NIC succeeds in increasing and reinforcing relations in the two clusters. This leads me to the research 

question. 

1.2. Research Question 

Does Norwegian Innovation Clusters succeed in increasing and reinforcing relations in cluster 
projects?  
 
In the first part of the analysis, it will be analyzed how NFH and TC’s focus on creating internal and 

external relations - more precisely through the analysis of the clusters’ conditions, maturity and of 

social capital on various levels in the clusters. The second part of the analysis will examine how the 

creation of these relations is affected by NIC. This enables me to answer the two following sub-

questions:  

 

1. How is social capital present at macro, meso and micro level in Norwegian Fashion Hub and 

Tequity Cluster, and how is this affected by the clusters’ conditions?  

2. How are the relations in the two clusters affected by the Norwegian Innovation Clusters-

program’s ability to build trust and networks? 
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1.3. Delimiting the Scope of Research 

A delimitation of the scope of research has been necessary as a means to acquire adequate depth when 

answering the research question. Research on several clusters in the NIC regime was conducted in 

order to choose two interesting comparable case studies for this thesis. NFH and TC are chosen as 

case studies as both clusters are part of Arena, and have some significant differences in the cluster 

conditions. I find it interesting to look at the similarities and differences to examine how the 

conditions affect the relations and need for social capital in the clusters. Thus, a comparative case 

study was needed. 

 
As a result, the findings of this paper should be seen in the context of the research approach. 

Throughout the thesis, the findings are discussed based on the methodology of semi-structured 

interviews, secondary empirical data and, the chosen academic frameworks. This paper will not 

investigate relations outside the clusters nor how social capital and relations can help improve the 

innovation process for the companies in the clusters. This paper will focus on social capital within 

NFH and TC and how this is affected by the clusters’ conditions, and further how the relations in the 

clusters are affected by the cluster program’s ability to build trust and networks.  

 
Moreover, the analysis is delimited to include the cluster structure on a management level. The entire 

structure of NIC in a hierarchical manner will therefore not be examined in this thesis. Furthermore, 

NFH and TC will be examined as representatives from the NIC Arena program, and I will hence not 

focus on the other Arena clusters. Furthermore, the two additional levels of cluster programs in NIC, 

NCE, and GCE, are excluded from this research. Hence, I am delimiting from examining the other 

clusters within the NIC regime. 

1.4. Limitations of Research 

When researching social groups, organizations, and institutions, Hakim (2000) state that case studies 

are beneficial. Two clusters in the Arena program, NFH and TC, are chosen in order to create a 

comparative analysis. This was needed in order to examine whether the cluster conditions play a role 

in the need for social capital in the clusters. This study is conducted with a constructivist approach as 

the learning occurred while I was actively involved in the research process. Due to the constructivist 

approach to this paper, case studies will provide valuable insights to the research question. To enhance 

the quality of a case study, one should use several sources to eliminate the influence of biases as much 

as possible (Rendtorff, 2007). For that reason, a combination of primary empirical sources such as 
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interviews and observations of relevant people with extensive insights, and secondary empirical 

sources such as articles, online search, and books are used to ensure quality in the findings.  

 
The case study of the management of NIC, the NIC cluster advisors, and the two NIC clusters, NFH 

and TC, involves more than one unit of analysis which will provide more depth in my findings. Hence, 

attention has been given to a set of subunits. Multiple case studies may be preferred over a single case 

study due to generalizability. However, this was not a realistic option as the need to focus was 

required, limited by the time and resources available (Yin, 2003). Due to this, the results cannot be 

directly translated into similar cluster programs or projects (Flyvberg, 1996).  

 
It is assumed that the interviewees in this study, being representatives of the management team from 

NIC, NFH, and TC and their cluster advisors, can speak on behalf of their cluster program and 

clusters. Awareness is present around the fact that the findings might change by bringing other 

interviewees into the research process and the fact that the respondents may be biased in their answers.  

 
NIC’s focus on social capital can be looked at from four perspectives; NIC administration’s 

perspective, the NIC cluster advisors’ perspective, the perspectives of the cluster administrations of 

NFH and TC and the perspectives of the companies in the clusters. This project has chosen to focus 

on the initial three perspectives as it suits the research problem for this thesis. Hence, this thesis is 

delimited from including the perceptions of the employees in the participating cluster companies. The 

reason for this is the fact that every cluster company has individual views on the cluster project and 

their efforts in developing relations in the cluster. Thus, in order to get an overview of the company 

perspective, interviews of multiple companies within each cluster was needed in order to generalize 

this perspective. However, I did not have the time or resources to execute all these interviews with 

the depth needed.  

 
Hence, the interviewees are exclusively managers from the cluster program (NIC), the cluster 

administrations (NFH and TC) and their representative cluster advisors from Innovation Norway. 

With another focus or research approach, I might have come to other findings and conclusions in my 

research. The findings are regarded as pertinent and valuable in considerations of the chosen research 

question and approach. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1. Research Approach 

This chapter introduces the methods and methodological considerations made in the process of this 

study. The choice of methodology is linked to the field and purpose of the research question and 

thesis (Dalland, 2017). Thus, the study has a qualitatively descriptive design, where qualitative 

research interviews have been utilized to obtain the interviewees’ descriptions of his/her experiences 

(Johannessen, Tufte, & Christoffersen, 2010). The qualitative design was chosen due to the 

complexity of the terms investigated in this thesis. Neither relations, trust or social capital, can be 

studied in depth through a quantitative approach. Since I am interested in understanding whether NIC 

succeeds in reinforcing and increasing relations in the cluster projects, qualitative research provides 

an in-depth understanding. The subjects need to be studied and observed directly in order to answer 

the research question optimally. As a researcher, my position is subject to change both during the 

process and along with reflections, experiences and external influence. Defining the researchers’ 

perspectives is however necessary and contributes to important reflections on the research.   

   
In order to address the research question and gain insights into how NIC’s focus on increasing and 

reinforcing relations impacts the Arena clusters, a mix of an inductive and deductive research 

approach based on the hermeneutic approach is being used. The thesis undertakes a comparative 

analysis of the NIC management, the management teams of NFH and TC, and their cluster advisors 

to get more depth. More specifically, I compare how the cluster program, NIC, affects the creation of 

relations in two clusters in the Arena-program. A comparative design was chosen as different 

conditions in the clusters affect the need for and focus on relations and social capital. A comparison 

of multiple case studies may have been preferred due to generalizability. However, two case studies 

were optimal in light of the focus needed, limited by the time and resources available (Yin, 2003). 

 
To address this, the study is designed as a comparative case study of the two clusters and the cluster 

program management based on self-collected data from interviews and secondary empirical data. The 

research paradigm is an essential part of the thesis as it serves as the foundation for my choice of 

method, analysis, and conclusions. The following part of the thesis describes how I, based on a 

hermeneutic approach, aim to gather nuanced empirical knowledge about the dimensions of social 

capital in NFH and TC, and NIC’s focus on creating relations through the program. 

 



 9 

2.1.1. Research Paradigm  

This thesis is based on the underlying hermeneutic assumption that knowledge is gained subjectively 

through interpretation. Hence, the thesis is based on the hermeneutic approach by Hans-Georg 

Gadamer (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). It is based on the presented research paradigm, the 

epistemological point of view and the methodological considerations in which the data material is 

collected, processed and analyzed. This is a necessary part of the research process, as it sets the 

premises for further work. My awareness in the process has been a prerequisite for assessing the 

validity of the research. The hermeneutic approach is concerned with the interpretation of statements. 

Hence, the understanding of a subject requires interpretation of individual parts and the collection of 

these to create new relational ties (Christensen, 1994). My understanding of the field is made by the 

sum of personal experiences, pre-conceptions, and understandings, and may be influenced and 

changed over time. For this reason, the thesis aims to acquire an understanding of NIC’s focus on 

relations through the interpretation of various statements presented by the informants.      

 
Consecutive interpretation is vital in the hermeneutic approach. This suggests that it is crucial to 

challenge my initial thoughts and understandings, as it will ensure a deeper understanding of the 

topic, which in turn will enable me to challenge my new perceptions. This continuous interpretation 

process is known as the hermeneutical spiral (Christensen, 1994). The spiral lasts until the research 

in its whole has qualities that are more meaningful than the total of the individual parts (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2015, s. 275). As I had no knowledge of NIC in advance, it is important to challenge my 

understandings during the research process. The hermeneutic thinking enables more interpretations 

and legitimization of subjectivity. Thus,  my findings must be assessed based on the logical 

correlation between different interpretations (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). I describe my 

methodological approach in detail to enhance the analytical generalizability and hence the ability to 

use my findings for other research papers within the field of study (Mik-Meyer & Justesen, 2010). 

2.2. Empirical Data and Research Method  

In the following chapter, the empirical data and research method in which this paper is based on will 

be presented. The primary empirical data will be presented, followed by secondary empirical data. 

By using a mixed research approach, between primary and secondary empirical data, I will gain a 

nuanced insight into the Arena-clusters focus on social capital and how the relations are affected by 

NIC.  
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2.3. Primary Empirical Data 

By using interviews as primary empirical data sources, I will get new understandings as language is 

seen as the root of interpretations and human understanding. Hence, the chosen primary empirical 

data sources are in line with the hermeneutic approach (Christensen, 1994).  

 
Five semi-structured interviews (Appendix A-E) with representatives from NIC, NFH, and TC serve 

as the foundation of the research. I researched several persons in the cluster- and program 

administrations before I chose the respondents. These respondents are chosen as they work at 

different levels in the cluster program, come from different backgrounds and work within different 

areas. More importantly, they all have valuable thoughts on the research question of this thesis. 

Hence, they see things with different eyes and give nuanced insights to the research which increase 

the reliability of this thesis. However, it is important to remember that all the respondents are 

potentially biased as they want to show themselves in a good light and that my findings may have 

changed by bringing other respondents into the research process. The primary empirical data sources 

will be briefly described in the following section: 

 
Respondent Role Cluster Date Length 

Espen Gressetvold Cluster Manager TC 20.03.19 1,5 t 

Pål Ottesen Project Leader TC 20.03.19 1,5 t 

Linda Refvik Cluster Leader NFH 15.04.19 1 t 

Elin Saunes Cluster Manager NFH 15.04.19 1 t 

Olav Bardalen Cluster Advisor NIC/NFH 02.04.19 1 t 

Anne Cathrine Morseth Cluster Advisor NIC/NFH 02.04.19 1 t 

Stein Ivar Strøm Cluster Advisor NIC/TC 01.04.19 1 t 

Kristianne Paasche Responsible for NIC’s 

development 

NIC 28.03.19 1 t 

Table 1 – Primary Empirical Data Sources 

 

Espen Gressetvold (Gressetvold) (Appendix A) is CEO and manager at Tequity Cluster and has been 

so since March 2018. Gressetvold works as a cluster facilitator to ensure increased value creation 

from technology-based growth companies in the Trondheim region through the use of active 

ownership. As the manager at TC, he has become a key person in the innovation environment in 

Trondheim. Gressetvold has earlier worked as an associate professor at NTNU Business School, and 

his professional interests include marketing and innovation.  
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Pål Ottesen (Ottesen) (Appendix A) is project leader at Tequity Cluster and has been a part of TC 

since January 2019. He has extensive experience within sales, marketing an IT and has earlier worked 

17 years at Autronica Fire and Security where he served as Sales and Marketing Director for the last 

seven years. Ottesen has strong strategy skills, which he uses actively to build relationships and 

develop talents within TC. 

  
Linda Refvik (Refvik) (Appendix B) is Partner at Nye & Kloke Hoder; a company focused on project 

management, organizational development, recruitment, and communication. Nye & Kloke Hoder has 

since 2014 managed the fashion cluster Norwegian Fashion Hub, where Refvik serves as cluster 

leader. Before she started leading NFH, Refvik was a part the advisory board at Norwegian Fashion 

Institute, NFH’s predecessor. Refvik contributes with many years of experience from the Norwegian 

fashion industry as a director, advisor, and project manager. In addition, she sits on many board 

positions related to lifestyle, business development, and innovation. 

 

Elin Kathrine Saunes (Saunes) (Appendix B) is an advisor at Nye and Kloke Hoder with 

responsibility for the business cluster Norwegian Fashion Hub. She has studied entrepreneurship at 

NTNU and wrote her thesis on business cluster development and social capital. Elin has also founded 

her own company; Amok Equipment AS. Elin has extensive experience and insights to cluster 

management and is passionate about the industry development and methodology as well as how social 

capital fosters the capability to innovate. 

 
Olav Bardalen (Bardalen) (Appendix C) works for Innovation Norway. He has been an essential 

part of the development of NIC since the beginning and has worked with clusters since 2002. He had 

the primary responsibility of developing Arena, and the next two levels of the NIC-program; NCE 

and GCE. Bardalen worked with the development of the cluster program until 2016, when he became 

cluster advisor for Region East (Østfold, Oslo, Akershus, Hedmark, and Oppland). One of the clusters 

he advises is NFH.  

 
Anne Cathrine Morseth (Morseth) (Appendix C) works for Innovation Norway as an advisor for 

cluster and networks in Region East, Norway. She started her career in Innovation Norway in 2008 

as a financial advisor before she began to advising clusters in 2016. She assists NFH with the structure 

around Innovation Norway and other financial questions. She works to ensure that good innovation 

environments grow and contribute to increased value creation in the clusters.  
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Stein Ivar Strøm (Strøm) (Appendix D) works for Innovation Norway as manager and cluster 

advisor. He started his career within management consulting before he started working for Innovation 

Norway in 2003. Since then he has worked in several positions and has worked with clusters in the 

Mid Norway-region for the last 12 years. He serves as a “jack of all trades” and helps the clusters 

with questions around internationalization, financing, and new development areas. He is responsible 

for advising 4 clusters, including TC.  

 
Kristianne Paasche (Paasche) (Appendix E) serves as Special Advisor at Innovation Norway and is 

a part of NIC’s program management. She has worked with the cluster program since 2016 and is 

responsible for the development of the program. Paasche believes that innovation is a result of 

collaboration with new actors and tries to develop tools and support schemes to ensure increased 

cooperation. Paasche has through her position comprehensive insights to the focus on social capital 

within the participating clusters. 

 
This thesis is based on an overall empirical research method. The research approach started with 

several observations. Thereafter, theories were proposed towards the end of the research process as a 

result of the observations I made. There has been a focus on letting patterns and logic systems of 

interpretation emerge based on the empirical data and observations (Egholm, 2014). As my approach 

has been a mix between inductive and deductive, semi-structured interviews were conducted in order 

to build on the theory. In order to get deeper insights and to narrow the focus an interview checklist 

has been used instead of an interview guide. This approach enabled me to be open for interesting and 

alternative perspectives on the field of study.  
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2.3.1. Semi-structured Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews, based on a checklist, with representatives from NIC, NFH, and TC was 

conducted in order to enhance the explorative approach. This approach gave me access to new 

knowledge while at the same time providing an overall guideline and direction of the interviews 

(Egholm, 2014). Semi-structured interviews were chosen as it enabled me to structure the interviews 

after the chosen theories while at the same time being explorative and open for new interpretations.  

 
To prepare for the interviews, research was conducted by using secondary empirical data, such as 

secondary literature, reports, and articles. Further, information about NIC was being provided by NIC 

in advance to give the background knowledge needed to create efficient and valuable interviews. The 

interviews were initially characterized by open and extensive questions, due to the chosen explorative 

research approach. This enabled the interviewees to initiate interesting and new perspectives and lead 

the conversation (Rugg & Petre, 2007). After a broad start, the questions were narrowed down to get 

insights into vital issues recognized during the interviews. Throughout the interviews, I attempted to 

create a trustful setting in order to foster a free flow of knowledge (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). 

Furthermore, I was able to challenge the interviewees’ initial understandings by asking about their 

reflections around the chosen research areas and asking critical questions (Strøm, 2019). This 

approach is in line with the hermeneutic approach as it made it natural for the respondents to acquire 

and share new perspectives and thereby challenge my initial understandings. 

 
The interview with Strøm, TC’s cluster advisor, was conducted over Skype due to geographical 

constraints. This form of interview restricts the ability to detect and seize non-verbal communication. 

To meet Strøm in person may have improved the quality of the interview (Mik-Meyer & Justesen, 

2010). 

2.4. Secondary Empirical Data  

In addition to the primary empirical data, secondary empirical data is included to get a more nuanced 

insight into the study. The secondary empirical data consists of numerous qualitative articles, books 

and external reports, and was used to get a deeper understanding of NIC, their focus on relations and 

how this focus affect the creation of cooperative relations within NFH and TC. The sources also gave 

an understanding of the theoretical development within the field of clusters and social capital and 

supported my findings by serving as empirical and theoretical evidence. All secondary data sources 

will be included throughout the thesis, but will not be further elaborated.  
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2.5. Success Criteria  

When processing data is it essential to consider the traditional success criteria for empirical research 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Throughout this thesis, the success criteria validity and reliability are 

being used in order to validate the research and empirical data.   

 
Numerous measures have been conducted in order to increase the validity of my research. Transcripts 

of all the interviews have been made in order to get an overview of the empirical data and enabled 

me to “read between the lines” and use specific details from the transcripts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2015). The transcripts gave me a solid foundation for interpretation and analysis, which increased 

research validity. As a second action to increase validity, I chose to cross check some of the answers 

with the respondents to ensure that I understood their statements accurately, also known as respondent 

validation (Mik-Meyer & Justesen, 2010).  This was done by summarizing their answers back to the 

informants. The validation of the respondents’ answers was maintained by asking follow-up questions 

and by sending the transcriptions of statements I wanted to use back to the respondents for approval.  

 
The second traditional success criteria necessary is reliability, which implies consistency. Hence, a 

high degree of reliability means that the research approach can be repeated by other researchers (Mik-

Meyer & Justesen, 2010). The reliability was increased by being critical towards the respondents’ 

answers, asking follow up questions and avoiding unnecessary leading questions (Andresen et al., 

2018). However, leading questions was occasionally necessary to validate the respondent’s answers 

as some of the answers was unclear. When using an approach within the field of constructivism, it is 

vital to be aware of the fact that reliability cannot be strictly met (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). The 

respondents from NIC, NFH, and TC, may be biased towards their own cluster project or program 

which may decrease the reliability. In addition, I only interviewed a limited number of sources which 

may affect the reliability negatively. However, the respondents’ different backgrounds, educations, 

and roles increase reliability as they look at things with different eyes and give different feedback. 

With the measures taken to create a trustful environment, I believe the respondents to be honest.  

 
Nonetheless, the reliability of this thesis is considered high due to the measures taken. In line with 

the hermeneutic approach, I have focused on being open towards new findings that challenged my 

perception and the conclusions I expected to find (ibid). Altogether, the chosen methodology and 

approach to research establish the foundation for this thesis’ analysis, discussions, conclusions, and 

findings, as it concludes the way information and knowledge are collected and understood.  
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2.6. My role as a researcher 

Through this research project, I have had an external role. I do not have or have had any connection 

with NFH, TC, or NIC prior to the project. This has given both advantages and disadvantages. An 

advantage is that I can look at the project with new eyes without being colored by the research objects. 

Thus, I can freely come up with my conclusions based on theory and collected data. A disadvantage 

may be that by not knowing the clusters and the cluster program in detail, I may have missed 

information that may be relevant to this thesis. Both NIC and the clusters are going through rapid 

development where new activities and projects are continuously formed. Since I have not had daily 

participation in NIC or the cluster’s activities, I may have missed relevant information.  

 
Despite the continuous development in the program and the clusters, I feel that I have acquired a solid 

overview of the research objects. Through the willingness of the respondents as primary empirical 

data in addition to secondary empirical data, I have managed to gather the necessary information. 

This allowed me to create a holistic picture of the clusters’ conditions, the importance of social capital 

at all levels and the management of the development of relations.  

2.6.1. Organizing and Analyzing Data Material 

Collected data were transcribed and organized to create an outline of the NIC case, with an emphasis 

on NFH and TC. Mixing datasets helps the researcher in understanding the research focus further 

(Creswell & Clark, 2007). My approach was initially to combine the data from primary and secondary 

data sources, where the reports and evaluations served as a supportive background. The first step in 

the analysis was to gather fundamental data through coding. Next, it was necessary to look into each 

code, compare the data and investigate similarities and differences in the content. These data were 

categorized by the sub-questions in order to identify relevant theories. A set of already existing 

relevant theory was chosen to support my findings.  

 
All data has almost exclusively been gathered in Norwegian. Thus, translations into English have 

been necessary. When translating there is always a possibility of losing some of the contexts or 

misinterpreting statements and information. The statements have been translated as accurately as 

possible. However, it is important to keep this in mind when reading the thesis.  
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3. Case Description 

For this thesis, the policy-driven cluster program, Norwegian Innovation Clusters, and two 

representing clusters, Norwegian Fashion Hub and Tequity Cluster, has been selected as case studies 

that I wish to examine. The case description is mainly based on data received through semi-structured 

interviews and secondary empirical data. The following section will briefly present NIC, the Arena-

level, and two Arena-clusters, NFH and TC. 

3.1. Norwegian Innovation Clusters 

Since the early 2000s, Norway has had the policy to strengthen industry clusters through a national 

cluster program. Central to this strategy is that Norwegian companies' international competitiveness 

will be enhanced through more collaboration and by strengthening interactions and relations. The 

Arena program was launched in 2002, targeting newly established or immature collaboration 

initiatives, and has since then supported over 70 cluster projects (Norwegian Innovation Clusters, 

n.d.). During the next years two additional levels of the cluster program were launched to strengthen 

interactions in the Norwegian innovation system further; National Center of Expertise and Global 

Center of Expertise (Røtnes et al., 2017). In June 2014, Norwegian Innovation Clusters was launched, 

building on the already existing levels of the program, to develop existing and potential new cluster 

initiatives (Norwegian Innovation Clusters, n.d.). 

NIC, organized by Innovation Norway, Siva and the Research Council of Norway, is a policy-driven 

and government supported cluster program. The program aims to increase growth by promoting and 

improving the collaborative development activities in the participating clusters with higher quality 

and potentially faster and better than without public involvement (Norwegian Innovation Clusters, 

n.d.). The main goal of the program is professional and financial support to accelerate the companies' 

innovativeness and competitiveness (Normann, Fosse, Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 2014). The program has 

grown to become a vital industry policy instrument over the last years with a total budget of NOK 

166 million in 2016 (Røtnes et al., 2017). According to Samfunnsøkonomisk Analyse AS, there are 

reasons to believe that the program activities result in more collaborative activities, enhanced 

innovation, and subsequently increased value added, than would otherwise have been the case (ibid).  
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3.1.1. Arena 

Arena was as stated established in 2002. The establishment was based on experience from various 

regional pilot projects completed in the period before 2002. This level of the program is intended to 

increase the innovation capability by increasing innovation cooperation and innovation activity. All 

the accepted Arena-clusters have a strategic platform and resource base that provide excellent 

potential for further growth based on cooperation, and there is a substantial focus on establishing new 

relationships and interactions (Røtnes et al., 2017). Arena currently has 19 cluster projects with 

associated companies that want to strengthen their long-term innovation capability through 

cooperation (ARENA, n.d.). The program offers financial and professional support for the 

implementation of three-year development projects. In special cases, and on condition that they meet 

certain criteria, some projects can receive support for an additional two years (ibid). 

 
The clusters being studied in this thesis is the two Arena-clusters, Norwegian Fashion Hub (NFH) 

and Tequity Cluster (TC). 

3.2. Norwegian Fashion Hub 

NFH is an interdisciplinary cluster within Norwegian textile and fashion brands that are mainly 

located around the city of Oslo, with administration center at Grünerløkka, Oslo. NFH works as a 

driving force for gathering, building expertise and stimulating the development of Norwegian fashion. 

 
NFH was founded in 2014 and work as a peer-to-peer industry cluster. The cluster facilitates 

cooperation between Norwegian fashion and textile brands in a large and complex business sector. 

“NFH is an arena for exchanging knowledge, providing unison solutions, mutual promotion and 

education” (Norwegian Fashion Hub, n.d.). It was made clear at a time that one needed more tools to 

develop the industry structure and that the best way to do this was through Arena and the Norwegian 

cluster program (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). The fashion cluster has for the last five years been a part 

Arena, which means that they were able to extend their Arena-status for two additional years. NFH, 

with its now over 50 members, has been rewarded with The Silver Label of the European Cluster 

Excellence Initiative. This means that they are on the path towards cluster management excellence. 
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3.3. Tequity Cluster 

The other cluster being studied in this thesis is Tequity Cluster. TC works for increased value creation 

from technology-based growth companies in the Trondheim region, Norway. This is done with an 

emphasis on active ownership and further development of the commercialization ecosystem. 

Entrepreneurship and commercialization require a combination of different skills and practical 

experience that can both be learned and shared. The cluster can especially play a significant role in 

teaching young businesses about commercialization. Norway needed a technologically advanced, 

commercial clusters that do not focus on an industry, which was why TC was launched. TC has been 

a part of the Norwegian Cluster of Expertise program, ARENA, since the fall of 2017 with funding 

for a three year period (Innovation Clusters, n.d.).  

 
The cluster will contribute to greater volume and higher quality in deal flow, co-investment and 

increased access to risk capital. Further, they will develop expertise and tools for commercialization 

and strengthen access to markets. The Trondheim region has a comprehensive ecosystem for 

commercialization and is a leader in the commercialization of technology through active ownership 

(Tequity Cluster, n.d.).  
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4. Theory 

In order to examine whether NIC succeeds in increasing and reinforcing relations in cluster projects 

and how this affects NFH and TC, selected theories that offer the most relevant foundation on clusters, 

social capital, and network effects have been identified. The following chapter of the thesis presents 

and discuss the chosen theories and their contribution to this paper. Theories are chosen based on the 

level of credibility and relevance to the research question and serve as theoretical boundaries for the 

analysis on which this thesis will be based on. First, a typology of inter-firm relations will be 

presented to better grasp the complexity of the terminology. Further, theories on clusters will be 

elaborated as they will serve as the baseline for the empirical setting in chapter 5. Finally, theories 

used in the analysis of the first sub-question will be described, followed by an assessment of the 

theories used to answer the second sub-question. 

4.1. Typology of Inter-firm Relationships  

An inter-firm relation is cooperation between businesses that allow them to achieve their common 

goals more effectively (Interfirm Cooperation: Business Dictionary, n.d.). As will be elaborated 

below, the interaction between companies does not require the integration of activities but can be 

accomplished at an arms-length distance (Lema, 2003). There are aspects of inter-firm relations that 

distinguish between varying modes of market organizations. Whitley (1990) points out that 

cooperation can occur within or between sectors, both horizontally and vertically (elaborated in 

chapter 4.2.3). Thus, various types of market organizations differ in the way companies are related to 

each other in the process of production and competition (Lema, 2003).  

Key-oppositions of inter-firm relations 
 
One key opposition of inter-firm relations, borrowed from Lema (2003), is traded and untraded 

interdependencies.  Traded interdependencies are the direct transactions that take place between the 

economic agents, i.e., collaboration (the action of working with someone to produce something). 

Untraded interdependencies, on the other hand, are intangible assets arising from spatial 

agglomeration (ibid). Even if firms producing similar output do not cooperate (work jointly towards 

the same end), they may be “linked” by untraded interdependencies, such as; reproduction of skills, 

exchange of ideas, knowledge, and innovations, and so on. It is worth mentioning that there may be 

various forms of each of these oppositions, and that there is no simple “either/or” as the oppositions 

are complementary and overlapping rather than competing (ibid). 
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4.2. Cluster Theory 

A business cluster can be defined as a critical mass of companies in different parts of the value chain 

located in the same region (Reve & Sasson, 2012). The term is applicable as it allows companies to 

cooperate and utilize the shared resource base to create competitiveness. In this chapter, the cluster 

concept will be introduced, and the difference between concepts in cluster research will be clarified. 

This will further refine the term and will be used as a basis for the empirical setting (chapter 5). 

4.2.1. Clusters and Different Cluster Conditions 

The origin of the cluster concept 
 
Alfred Marshall was the first to introduce the cluster concept from a socio-economic view (Marshall, 

1890). He researched clustering among similar companies within limited geographical areas. He 

identified three reasons for cluster formation: (1) access to competent labor, (2) access to common 

goods and infrastructure, (3) information and idea flow in the region. 

 
These three reasons have since been supported and further researched by several researchers. Michael 

Porter took the term further and made it widely known through his article "The competitive advantage 

of nations" and later research (Porter, 1990; Porter, 1998; Porter, 2000).  His research calls attention 

to the importance of clusters facilitating rivalry between businesses, in addition to cooperation 

between companies and academia (Røtnes et al., 2017). Porter can in many ways be called the father 

of cluster research. Michael Porter and his diamond model will be presented later in this chapter. 

 
What are clusters? 
 
The term “cluster” is a relatively broad expression and appears in many different disciplines of social 

research. The diverse research on clusters leads to many different perspectives on the term based on 

different models. This study is based on the understanding of Reve and Sasson’s definition of clusters 

(2012): “A business cluster can be defined as a critical mass of businesses in different parts of the 

value chain (or value network and value workshop) located in the same region. The purpose is to 

share common input factors, utilize a common knowledge base and learn from each other's 

experiences”. This definition draws on the importance of sharing knowledge and experiences, and 

create effects through relations, which is a central part of this thesis. This definition will be used as a 

basis for the analysis (chapter 6).  
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Cluster Conditions 
 
To get a more nuanced understanding of the clusters researched in this thesis, I have chosen to 

categorize the cluster concept. One can distinguish between horizontal and vertical clusters, regional 

and industrial clusters, informal clusters and formal cluster projects, and whether a cluster can be 

recognized as a “true cluster” or not. 

 
Horizontal and Vertical Clusters 
 
Horizontal structure is about whether the companies operate in the same or related business areas or 

in markets that are neither related to resources and activities, technology, product, customer type or 

geographic market (Jakobsen, 2008). If the companies operate in the same product market, they will 

be competitors. If they operate in related markets, they will have shared or complementary needs and 

can share and transfer specific and general resources. If companies operate in entirely unrelated 

markets, they will only be able to share general resources, that is, resources that all businesses need, 

such as accounting and auditing, insurance, as well as legal and financial services (ibid). 

 
The vertical structure describes to what extent and in what way the companies are linked in 

relationships. There are many variations. The group will have a typical chain structure if one or more 

companies deliver their products to customers outside the group, while the rest of the companies are 

suppliers and subcontractors to these (Jakobsen, 2008). 

 
Regional and Industrial Clusters 
 
Several researchers (Andersson et al., 2004; Johnstad & Utter, 2015) points out that there is an 

essential difference between regional and industrial clusters. In a business cluster the participants are 

typically centralized around a joint industry, while the clusters are mostly related to a geographical 

location in a regional cluster. It seems to be moving shifts between these terms (Johnstad & Utter, 

2015). Hence, it may be difficult to define what is a common industry and what is a natural regional 

delimitation. Either way, it is vital to be aware that it is a nuanced difference between the two cluster 

conditions. The two different cluster conditions will often define the cluster and its focus areas in 

different ways. 
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Formal and Informal Clusters 
 
The difference between formal and informal clusters is another categorization that may affect the 

understanding of a cluster. Johnstad & Utter (ibid) describes that the main difference between formal 

and informal clusters is whether a project organization controls it or not. An informal cluster is the 

“result of spontaneous co-presence of key factors” (Su & Hung, 2009). In other words, an informal 

cluster can exist and give effects without the firms necessarily defining themselves as part of the 

cluster. A formal cluster, on the other hand, is organized by a management team. This cluster creation 

is often either a response to an industrial crisis or a deliberate decision to foster the sector (Su & 

Hung, 2009). 

 
“True” Clusters 
 
The cluster concept is further précised by Malmberg & Power’s (2006) definition of what represents 

a "true cluster." The researchers set four cluster requirements for the cluster to be able identify as a 

"true cluster": 

 
1. The cluster has a number of companies within the same sector and industry that are located 

within a geographically limited area. 

2. The companies in the cluster are linked together through various forms of cooperation and 

competition, and there are information and knowledge flow between the companies. 

3. The various actors of the cluster acknowledge that they are part of the cluster (and others 

perceive them as a cluster). 

4. The companies inside the cluster should be more innovative and competitive than 

businesses outside the cluster. 
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4.2.2. Cluster Development 

In this section theory on the development of clusters will be introduced.  It will be shown that 

researchers are both positive and negative towards illustrating cluster development as predefined 

phases. Further, a typical division of the phases in the life cycle of a cluster will be discussed.  

A cluster will follow a life cycle and evolve. This development can be seen in many different ways 

depending on perspective. There are indications that there is plenty of research on clusters as complex 

systems, and various explanatory models of cluster development through the lifecycle (Martin & 

Sunley, 2011). Within this direction, several different models describe the different phases in a 

clusters life cycle in different ways. 

The life cycle models have many followers, but also some critics. Martin & Sunley (2011) argue that 

a cluster's development cannot be seen as a pre-determined life cycle, and that life cycle models with 

definite phases are not sufficient. The researchers argue these models do exclude the complexity of a 

cluster and its surroundings. Thus, they believe that a cluster’s development must be interpreted more 

abstractly. However, this thesis will focus on the idea that a cluster develops in phases and through 

various maturity levels. The description of cluster development described in "Cluster Whitebook" 

(Andersson et al., 2004) seems adequate for the focus in this thesis.  

Andersson et al. (ibid) review clusters’ development as a life cycle with different degrees of maturity. 

The five phases (figure 1) describe a cluster's emergence and progress through various maturity 

levels. At the same time, the model opens up for clusters to have different development cycles 

depending on events that occur and choices made along the way. This model will be presented to 

further describe the development and maturity of clusters.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – The Clusters’ Life Cycle Model (Andersson et al., 2004) 
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The five phases are: 

1. Agglomeration – a region has several companies and organizations, and other actors. 

2. Emerging cluster – a number of the companies and organizations in the region start to 

cooperate around core activities and realize the opportunity to support each other to achieve 

their goals. 

3. Developing cluster – new actors emerge and are attracted to the region. The cluster begins to 

shape through formal cooperation often with an official cluster organization. 

4. Mature cluster – the cluster has reached a critical mass of participating businesses, and has 

developed a network outside the cluster. They often have contact with other clusters, 

activities, and regions. It will be seen that new companies and products arise from the cluster. 

5. Transformation – As time goes by, the cluster will need to innovate and adapt to new 

surroundings to survive. The cluster can transform into one or several smaller clusters focused 

around other or change in ways to remain competitive. 

The model shows that a cluster will follow a life cycle where it matures over time. Along the way, 

there may be events and crises that affect this development. It will be essential to understand what 

phase the cluster is in to understand how different forces will affect it. Social capital is described by 

Knop et al. (2011) as the main driver in the transition towards a mature cluster. Clusters in these 

phases must, therefore, be very conscious of how they can develop and maintain social capital through 

their lifecycle.  
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4.3. Different Levels of Social Capital 

In order to examine the first sub-question of how social capital is present at all levels in NFH and TC, 

and how this is affected by the clusters’ conditions, selected theories that offer the most relevant 

foundation have been identified. Hence, central theory and research related to clusters and social 

capital will be introduced.  

4.3.1. Definition and Dimensions of Social Capital 

Johnstad (2004) describes that a cluster is held together by organizational and social networks. This 

is called social capital and is an essential factor for a thriving cluster (ibid).  

 
What is social capital? 
 
Social capital is a social science concept that has received much attention in a short time. However, 

the basic idea of social capital can be traced a long way back in time (Ostrom, 1998). In literature, 

the concept of social capital is associated with a set of resources embedded in relationships (Nahapiet 

& Ghoshal, 1998). Other support a broader definition that also includes norms and values related to 

social links (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). Overall, social capital includes several aspects of a social 

context, e.g., social ties, trusting relations, values and norms that facilitate actions of individuals, 

groups or businesses located within that context (ibid). Social capital can be used for personal gain, 

or it can promote productive cooperation (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). Together, the participants will 

develop and control the necessary resources and efforts that are in the cluster. In clusters with a low 

degree of social capital, there will be significant challenges associated with initiating and organizing 

cooperation (Johnstad, 2004).  

 
Johnstad (2004) describes social capital as the oil in a cluster. This includes several individuals who 

interact through mutual association with each other. Social capital can, therefore, be seen as a shared 

resource that is unique to the cooperation and relations in a cluster. Social capital promotes 

productivity and problem solving through interaction and dialogue (Greve, 2000). Several 

theoretically oriented researchers have been critical of the ambiguity of the concept of social capital. 

Solow (2000) noted that much of the research done on social capital is based on vague ideas and 

random empiricism. Nevertheless, it seems clear that social capital is crucial to the dynamics and 

interaction of the cluster. 
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The dimensions of social capital 
 
After Nahapiet and Ghoshal's (1998) influential contribution, several academics refer to three 

dimensions of social capital; structural, relational and cognitive. The first dimension of social capital 

is called the structural dimension. This dimension relates to “an actor’s number of social ties, the 

actor’s relative position within the network formed by these social ties, and the overall structure of 

this network (Granovetter, 1992).  This dimension shows how an actor can obtain information and 

other researchers and hence defines an actor’s outreach (Burt, 2000). The location of an actor’s ties 

in a social structure of interactions can provide certain advantages (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998).  

 
The next dimension of social capital is called relational social capital and points to the nature of the 

social ties linking actors (Uzzi, 1997; Uzzi & Gillespie, 2002; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998; Ozdemir et al., 

2014) and assets that are rooted in these relationships (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). The nature of the ties 

can be trust, trustworthiness, friendship, kinship, social obligation, and reciprocity, which when 

present results in relatively strong bonds and a possibility for increased resource spill-over (Coleman, 

1988; Wasko & Faraj, 2005).  

 
The final dimension of social capital is the cognitive dimension. This dimension refers to the system 

of norms, values, languages, meanings, interpretations, and representations that are shared, 

widespread and commonly understood among actors that are tied together. Thus, the cognitive 

dimension is alive in qualities like a shared vision, common values, collective goals or proper ways 

of acting in a social system (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). These qualities help foster this dimension of 

social capital, which again facilitates individual or group actions that can benefit the whole cluster 

(ibid). Cognitive social capital empowers shared understandings and consequent development of 

shared knowledge, expectations, and goals (Coleman, 1990; Nonaka, 1994; Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998; 

Chiu, Hsu, & Wang, 2006).  

 
Although it is possible to distinguish between the three dimensions, structural and cognitive 

dimensions are commonly connected and mutually reinforcing (Claridge, n.d.), and which dimension 

is most valuable depends on the industry context.  
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4.3.2. Social Capital on Three Levels 

Johnstad (2004) describes that a cluster is held together by social capital. Johnstad & Utter’s (2015) 

overall model "Value creation through cooperation” (figure 2) illustrates this by adding Ostrom’s 

model on social capital as a center in Porter's diamond model. Hence, social capital is a vital force in 

the cluster’s development, maturity, and dynamism. Johnstad & Utter's model has been chosen to 

give a theoretical perspective on social capital in a cluster. 

 

 
Figure 2 – Value creation through cooperation (Johnstad & Utter, 2015) 
 
 
In his book, Johnstad (2004) highlights how social capital occurs and how it is used in the interaction 

between people, groups or organizations. Johnstad and Utter's (2015) model (figure 2) summarizes 

how value creation can take place through cooperation between individuals, groups, and 

organizations at a macro, meso and micro level. In their model (figure 2) they have combined Porter's 

diamond model (1990) with Ostrom's model for social capital (1998). Ostrom's model first applies to 

the meso and micro levels, but it also has indirect significance at the macro level. Social capital can, 

therefore, have significance at three levels in a cluster context:  

 

• Community/cluster level (macro level) 

• Group/system level (meso level) 

• The individual level (micro level) 
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At all three levels, social capital can be a resource that promotes goal achievement and safeguards 

essential values and concerns. It is vital to build, maintain and renew social capital on all three levels, 

through the efforts of individuals, groups or businesses. The next part of this chapter will look at how 

social capital is applied at various levels. 

 
Social Capital on a Cluster Level (Macro)  
 
Several researchers (Andersson et al., 2004; Knop et al., 2011; Porter, 2000) states that social capital 

is essential for cluster development at a macro level. Schiefloe (2007) believes that social capital at 

the macro level is expressed through a social perspective, and in Johnstad and Utter's model (figure 

2) this is defined as competitiveness. Johnstad and Utter (2004) point out that trust, reciprocity, and 

interaction at meso and micro level will affect the cluster's rivalry and competitiveness at the macro 

level. This is described in more detail in the section below, which focus on the competition aspect, 

the effects and the upgrade mechanisms that a cluster organization provides. Porter’s Diamond model 

(1990) or the upgrade mechanisms by Reve and Sasson (20012) is used to analyze this level. 

 

Porter’s Diamond Model 
 
Central to the cluster theory is Porter’s so-called "diamond" (figure 3), which describes four 

conditions in a country (or a region) that can promote or inhibit the formation of international 

competitiveness for companies in specific industries, and is often used to explain clusters and what 

effects they give. 

 

 
Figure 3 – Porter’s Diamond (Porter, 1990) 

 

The four conditions are; factor conditions, demand conditions, related and supporting industries and 

strategy, structure and rivalry.  
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• The first condition is “factor conditions.” Briefly, these conditions are production factors that 

companies rely on to compete in different industries, such as trained labor, natural resources, capital, 

and infrastructure. 

• Further, the following condition is “demand conditions.” These conditions show the scope and quality 

of domestic demand for a cluster's products and services.  

• The third aspect of the diamond is “related and supportive industries” and is about the presence or 

absence of supportive and related industries and businesses. Among other things, internationally 

competitive suppliers will provide low costs, high quality and new solutions to deliveries to other 

domestic industries. 

• Finally, “strategy, structure and rivalry” is about competition within the region, how the industry 

policy is designed and the strategies the companies have.  

The conditions together can say something about the competitiveness and the potential for innovation 

in the region/cluster. By achieving a healthy balance between the four conditions, one can develop 

the cluster's ability to create positive effects for its members. 

Upgrading Mechanisms 

Reve & Sasson (2012) states that strong business clusters will be able to enhance what they call 

upgrading mechanisms. These will arise through the interaction and cooperation between cluster 

members and will lead to increased value creation in the cluster. The upgrading mechanisms are: 

• Pressure for innovation: Healthy competition within the cluster and increased contact with their 

closest competitors will create a demand that "forces" the companies to think new and innovative. 

• Complementarity: Based on the idea that the companies in the cluster will complement each other in 

the value chain. The various companies' knowledge and experiences make the cluster as a whole offer 

a complementarity where one can play on each other's strengths to increase the competitiveness. 

• Knowledge distribution: Increased contact and collaboration will enable skilled employees to 

influence each other across the cluster through various activities. Employees will also move between 

companies and change jobs. In this way, knowledge, and experiences spread across the cluster 

members and provide increased insight. 

Together, these upgrade mechanisms could lead to higher productivity, reduced transaction costs and 

increased innovation in the cluster (ibid). 
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Social Capital on a Group Level (Meso) 
 
According to Schiefloe (2007), social capital at the meso level can exist at a group and system level. 

The social capital arises in the relationships between group members. Ostrom (1998) has devoted 

much of her research to social capital at this level. She has looked at how social capital can be 

perceived as voluntary cooperation between actors. Ostrom's social capital model (figure 4) illustrates 

such voluntary cooperation (ibid). Central for this model to develop the necessary level of cooperation 

is the interaction between the core institutions; reciprocity, trust, and reputation. 

 

 
Figure 4 – Social capital on a meso level (Ostrom, 1998) 

  

Further, reciprocity, reputation, and trust, will be elaborated. These institutions are essential to 

develop in order to achieve collaboration between groups. Ostrom (ibid) has looked at how the three 

have significance for the level of cooperation. The level of cooperation influences how the groups 

are willing to enter into mutual interaction, which in turn have an impact on cluster development 

(Johnstad & Utter, 2015). The level of reciprocity, reputation, and trust in cooperation is positively 

self-reinforcing (Ostrom, 1998). This also means that a reduction in one can lead to a downward 

spiral. 

 

• Trust: the extent to which one can trust the actors' attitudes and actions. This trust will affect the 

reciprocity of individuals and groups. If mutual interests and norms exist in a group or cluster, these 

will be strengthened in situations characterized by trust (ibid). 

• Reputation: the reputation of the individuals, businesses, and the cluster. In collaboration, it is not 

desirable to include actors who are struggling with a negative reputation (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). A 

good reputation, on the other hand, will cause other actors a desire to cooperate and to be associated 

with this group. 

• Reciprocity: often includes common norms and values. This involves some degree of symmetry 

among the members of a group. When individuals learn to trust each other, they will also be able to 

make credible commitments (Ostrom, 2000). This can be illustrated by the presence of contributions 

and knowledge sharing in the group. 
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In most cases, trust is the factor that determines whether a collaboration will work in practice. If there 

is a lack of trust, cooperating may seem like too big of a risk (Røtnes et al., 2017). Namely, the actors’ 

ability to realize potential synergies through cooperation depends on their relational basis (ibid). 

Several researchers suggest that trusting relationships evolve from social interactions (Tsai & 

Ghoshal, 1998). According to Johnstad & Utter (2015), there is a separate dynamic associated with 

the development of trust. It takes time to build trust, and the trusting relationship will become more 

concrete as actors interact over time. Trust is a unique and important resource that releases positive 

energy and lubricates social relationships (Barber, 1983). An effect of this is a possible contribution 

to creativity, innovation, and learning (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). This is very valuable in clusters and 

a necessity for cluster development.  

 
Social Capital on an Individual Level (Micro) 
 
Ostrom's model of core relationships relates to a meso or a group level without specifying active 

players. In order to identify these active players into the development of social capital, a micro or 

person level is needed (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). Johnstad & Utter defines the dimensions of 

entrepreneurial ability, visions and initiatives, and leadership as central to the development of social 

capital (figure 2). 

 
An entrepreneur can be described as a person who takes the initiative and sees opportunities for 

innovation and development. Entrepreneurs are also often called enablers, drivers or facilitators 

(ibid). Such people have the ability to break established routines and beliefs, see new opportunities 

and be creative. Furthermore, Johnstad & Utter (ibid) believes that civilian entrepreneurs are catalysts 

that bring people with different backgrounds and interests together to create opportunities and 

economic development. These individuals are essential in the development of cooperation and joint 

action. 

 
Civilian entrepreneurs are good at building and using social capital in the local community to develop 

a business, the industry, and the region. They are drivers and do often lay the foundation for other 

innovations, value creation or growth (ibid). A civilian entrepreneur builds community through 

visions and initiatives and often has visions of what is a realistic future. The civilian entrepreneur 

takes the initiative and, in the first phase, becomes a motivator and network builder to organize joint 

action (ibid). It is vital that the entrepreneur shows leadership that identifies opportunities, creates 

support, organizes and motivates to achieve goals. Johnstad & Utter (ibid) claims that management 
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is about tackling change, and more changes require more and better management. In order to thrive, 

it is essential to set a direction based on strategy and vision, convey the new trend and align people 

through motivation. 

 
Researchers express that social capital in networks and clusters is an important prerequisite for 

collective action, value creation and increased competitiveness. These collaborative activities require 

a relatively high level of cooperation between the core relationships. To achieve this, some civilian 

entrepreneurship or leadership is needed. It is, therefore, essential that one or more enthusiasts from 

the companies initiate cooperation, relations, activities, and joint initiatives that can strengthen social 

capital and the cluster, through visions, initiatives, and leadership (ibid). 

 

These theories combined enable the analysis of NFH and TC’s social capital at different levels, and 

how this is affected by the clusters’ conditions.  

 

4.4. Trust and Networks as a Means to Valuable Relations 

In order to investigate whether NIC’ ability to build trust and networks affect relations in the cluster 

projects, various theories on trust and networks are applied to give an understanding on the subjects 

on a micro level. 

4.4.1. Characteristic- and Process-based Trust 

Actors gain access to relationships, which in turn can give them resources, knowledge, practical 

know-how, and so on that they can use for their own and mutual benefit. A factor that is often believed 

to strengthen innovation work through the use of relations is the presence of trust and certain types 

of social capital. Successful cooperation creates trust, which in turn can provide self-reinforcing 

effects by generating more cooperation and more trusting relationships between actors, and so on 

(ibid). 

 
Gausdal & Hildrum (2012) emphasizes in their article "Facilitating Trust-building Networks" how 

important it is that networks facilitate the building of trust. They emphasize that trust is vital for 

collaboration and development in networks. Even though networks and clusters are not the same, I 

find it interesting to examine this theory on clusters. The authors operate with two types of trust; 

characteristic-based and process-based trust. Characteristic-based trust is built through 
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communication and networking. The parties recognize each other's knowledge and experience and 

expect that the other party has something valuable to contribute in return. Process-based trust is often 

built through teamwork and practical work. This confidence is reflected in joint problem-solving in 

groups. A group will realize the benefits of cooperation after repeated exchanges of experiences and 

knowledge (ibid).  

4.4.2. Network Perspective 

The benefit of network perspectives is that it resolves many of the organizational ties in hierarchical 

organizations, at the same time as it offers the opportunity to exchange more complex information 

than within pure market-based transactions. What is distinctive about the network perspective is that 

the focus is on how an actor is part of a more extensive system of social, economic and knowledge 

relationships with other players in a network of relationships (Paasche, Rangen, & Hennum, 2018).  

 
An alternative social capital concept looks at social capital as an individual good (Granovetter, 1973). 

This variant can be understood as friends, coworkers, and contacts who allow you to use your 

financial and human capital (Burt, 1992). The two forms of social capital, bonding and bridging, are 

both useful and provide benefits to the work of creating innovative business environments.  

 
Bonding and Bridging Social Capital 
 
Bonding social capital works as social glue. This is about "building bonds" between different 

homogeneous groups such as families, businesses or close interest groups. One way of understanding 

this is the assumption that much bonding social capital also correlates with overlaps in the social and 

cognitive worlds of actors (Putnam, 1995). One can understand that actors with much bonding social 

capital usually share relationships with the same third parties. Those who are bound together are often 

people who are close to each other and who are alike. Much bonding social capital provides benefits 

to the local group associated with collaboration, understanding of community and internal learning 

and information exchange (Normann, Fosse, Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 2014). 

 
Bridging social capital is defined by Granovetter (1973) as the weak ties that are not relationships 

with your other “friends.” Bridging links are sources of unique and new information and is created in 

clusters characterized by extroverts and openness towards people and groups with different 

characteristics than one's own. A social system characterized by many bridges will thus, by definition, 

have access to much unique and relevant information in innovation context, but also relatively less 
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bonding social capital, which in turn is useful for creating inter-firm relations. Boundary spanning is 

a term to describe individuals within an innovation system who links the organization’s or cluster’s 

internal network with external sources of information (Tushman, 1977). By using boundary spanning 

to create bridging ties, clusters can utilize the weak ties to other distant external knowledge sources. 

 
Embeddedness 
 
Social ties represent “embeddedness” in a social system (Granovetter, 1985). Embeddedness is the 

core of social network theory and is established through social interaction, experience and previous 

collaboration (Vaarst Andersen, 2011). Hence, embeddedness impacts the value of social capital, in 

all three dimensions. Embeddedness in collaboration networks, such as clusters, can be beneficial as 

it decreases transaction costs and increases collaboration, learning and knowledge spill-over (Vaarst 

Andersen, 2011). Nevertheless, embeddedness can reach a level where it prevents the exploration of 

new business opportunities, hence the term “over-embeddedness” (ibid).  
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5. Empirical Setting 

In order to analyze whether NIC succeeds in increasing and reinforcing relations in the participating 

clusters, an analysis of the two clusters needs to be conducted. Thus, a general overview of the 

clusters’ regarding the different cluster conditions will be presented to be able to analyze how these 

are reflected in the clusters’ focus on social capital. Social capital can be used to drive some forms of 

inter-firm relations. However, not all types of relations need social capital. To get a more nuanced 

understanding the clusters, and their need for social capital, the cluster concept will be categorized. 

It will be distinguished between horizontal and vertical clusters, regional and industrial clusters, 

informal clusters and formal clusters, and between “true clusters” and those who are not. Further, the 

clusters life cycle and the clusters need for social capital in different phases will be presented. 

 
NFH TC 

Horizontal Cluster Vertical Cluster 

Industrial Cluster Regional Cluster 

Formal Cluster Formal Cluster 

«True» Cluster Not «True» Cluster 

Mature Cluster Developing Cluster 

Table 2 – The cluster conditions of NFH and TC 

5.1. Cluster Conditions 

Norwegian Fashion Hub 
 
The companies in NFH are all working within the same product market, all offering products within 

the fashion industry. Hence, the members of the cluster are direct competitors, and are characterized 

as a cluster with a horizontal structure (Jakobsen, 2008). In order to cooperate as direct competitors 

there is a greater need for social capital, i.e., trust. Therefore, it is vital that NFH focus on creating 

good relations and trust in their cluster in order to develop further.  

 
In an industrial cluster, the members are mostly centralized around a joint industry, while regional 

clusters are mostly related to geographical location. Most clusters have members from several 

different regions. However, one region usually stands out when counting members per region and 

can be considered as the cluster’s headquarters (Andersson et al., 2004; Johnstad & Utter, 2015; 

Morosini, 2004). NFH have participating members from several locations in Norway with their 
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headquarters in Oslo. More importantly, NFH is an industry-focused cluster (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). 

Hence, the cluster can be characterized as an industrial cluster.  

 
The main difference between a formal and an informal cluster is whether a project organization is 

leading the cluster or not (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). NFH is a cluster under the NIC regime and is a 

result of deliberate decisions to foster the Norwegian fashion industry. Thus, the cluster can be seen 

as a formal organization with a board that sets out visions and strategies.  

 
Malmberg & Power (2006) has four requirements for a cluster for it to be a “true cluster”;  

 
Requirements for a “true” cluster 

(1) agglomerated companies within the same industry 

(2) linked through cooperation, competition and knowledge flow 

(3) the companies acknowledge that they are a part of a cluster 

(4) that they are more innovative and competitive than businesses outside the cluster 

Table 3 – Requirements for a “true” cluster (Malmberg & Power, 2006) 
 
 
NFH satisfies the three first requirements in that the cluster: companies within the fashion brand 

industry located in the region of Østlandet linked together through collaboration and knowledge flow, 

who identify themselves as a part of the cluster. It is especially the fourth point that can be a bit 

controversial, as it can be challenging to measure the degree of innovation and competitiveness of a 

company as if it was a participant in the cluster or not. Nevertheless, the fourth requirement is 

interesting to bring into the understanding of what a cluster tries to achieve.  

 
The companies in NFH also satisfy the fourth requirement in that the various members achieve better 

results by being part of the cluster than they did before cluster admission due to more cooperation 

and knowledge flow (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). Røtnes et al. (2017) show how the results and 

collaborative relationships have increased in all the Arena clusters after admission to the program 

(elaborated in chapter 6.2).  

 
As presented, it is clear that NFH is a horizontal, industrial and formal cluster that can be recognized 

as a “true” cluster due to its characteristics. The need for social capital in the cluster is pressing due 

to the industry focus and the structure as a horizontal cluster. This will be analyzed further in chapter 

6.1. 
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Tequity Cluster 
 
TC has members from seven different industries and are hence not operating in the same business 

area. However, all the members work within related markets as they all relate to the investment 

industry. Thus, they will have shared or complementary needs which make it easier to share and 

transfer specific and general resources (Jakobsen, 2008). The links in the group cross the group of 

companies. In this way, knowledge and innovation impulses will spread more easily through several 

channels. TC is characterized as a cluster with a vertical structure. The need for social capital in a 

cluster with a vertical structure is not as pressing. Since the members are working in different markets, 

it is easier to collaborate based on contracts. 

 
All the members of TC are localized in the Trondheim-region, which serves as an indication that they 

are a regional cluster. TC is not an industry-focused cluster in the same way as NFH, as their members 

are working within banking, HR, law, management consulting, education, research, and incubators. 

However, all these actors are centered around the investor environment in Norway and are essential 

in developing the commercialization of technology in the Trondheim-region. Since the cluster has 

emerged from an agglomeration of companies centered around the investor environment in 

Trondheim, it can be characterized as a regional cluster. It is, however, worth mentioning that it can 

be challenging to define what is a common industry in one end, and what is a natural regional 

delimitation in the other end.  

 
TC is also a cluster in the NIC regime and can thus be characterized as a formal cluster where the 

cluster administrations lead the daily work and initiate strategy workshops, meetings and seminars, 

company visits and similar activities. The purpose is to create good arenas for knowledge exchange 

and innovation among the members of the clusters (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019).  

 
The members of TC are as previously stated not industry-focused. Nevertheless, they are all 

connected vertically in the investment-value chain. The members specialize in different tasks, have 

complementary skills as well as core competencies within the same sector. Hence, they are not 

directly related through competition (Hage & Alter, 1997). This means that TC does not fulfill the 

first requirement of a “true” cluster (table 3) (Malmberg & Power, 2006). However, the second and 

third requirement is fulfilled as the companies work for increased value creation from technology-

based growth companies in the Trondheim region, they all identify themselves as part of the cluster 
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and have a significant focus on collaboration and knowledge flow as they are a new cluster 

(Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019).  

 
It is hard to say whether TC fulfills the fourth requirement as the companies develop an ecosystem 

and do not work within the same industry. The development of the ecosystem may, in turn, make the 

companies more innovative and competitive than they were before. However, this is still unknown 

and will potentially also encounter all the other companies working with markets related to the 

ecosystem. Thus, TC cannot be characterized as a “true” cluster according to Malmberg and Power 

(2006). Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that Malmberg and Power’s requirements were written 

in 2006 and that the cluster methodology has developed extensively since then.  

 
As presented, TC is characterized as a vertical, regional and formal cluster. However, according to 

Malmberg & Power, the cluster cannot be recognized as a “true” cluster as the members come from 

different industries. The need for social capital in TC is not as pressing as it is easier for the members 

to cooperate due to the vertical structure. This will be analyzed further in chapter 6.1. 

 
After a presentation of NFH and TC’s cluster conditions, one can see that the two clusters have some 

significant differences (table 2). Due to these differences, it will be interesting to analyze whether 

these conditions affect the focus on social capital on macro, meso and micro level in the clusters.  

Beforehand, the clusters life cycle will be presented to get an even more nuanced understanding of 

the two clusters. 

 
5.2. The Clusters’ Life Cycle 

A clusters life cycle is not predetermined. Clusters are different; Some do not come to the growth 

stage, others are continuously renewed, and so on. However, the approach of a cluster life cycle is 

useful. It shows, among other things, that clusters need different policies and different management 

of cluster projects, depending on how mature the clusters are. Andersson et al. (2004) state that one 

can generally say that a cluster will develop through 5 different phases; agglomeration, emerging 

cluster, developing cluster, mature cluster, and transformation. 
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Norwegian Fashion Hub 
 
NFH can be characterized as a mature cluster by the maturity of the cluster with a critical mass of 

participating companies and organizations (Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). NFH has 

been a member of Arena for the last five years (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). During that time, the cluster 

has grown from 12 participating member companies in 2014 to about 50 today (ibid). Through the 

lifetime the cluster has emerged from an agglomeration to a mature cluster as described by Saunes & 

Refvik (2019): 

 
“In 2007, a group of people began to talk about a need to gather the industry in an association 

structure. They then gathered the whole industry, from those knitting in their basement to the large 

cooperation’s, into an organization that became Norwegian Fashion Institute. It was made clear that 

one needed more tools to develop the structure of the industry. They saw that one way to do this was 

through the Arena project and the cluster program, and by agreeing on a unified strategy that made 

it possible to put in place cooperation on across to both education, the political, capital markets, and 

so on. The cluster evolved and was developed to speed up the industry and build a business structure 

and sector. Finding the first 12 was challenging. We ran interviews ahead of time to find the first 12 

who had similarities and prerequisites to succeed where they could collaborate when they could and 

compete where they needed to. They attracted others who grew up and saw meaning in being a 

member of a cluster and developing through cooperation … The sector is now starting to set demands 

for development. The maturity of the industry to start thinking about building a sector has come 

through the five years we have been part of the Arena”. (Saunes & Refvik, 2019) 

 
Another characteristic of a mature cluster is relationships outside the cluster, often with other clusters, 

public organizations, and so on. Since NFH has been rewarded with The Silver Label of the European 

Cluster Excellence Initiative (Hagenauer, Kergel, & Stürzebecher, 2011), it is proven that they have 

achieved the highest impact regarding cooperation with actors outside the cluster. NFH is one of the 

clusters that have been highlighted as sustainability experts in the NIC cluster program and has thus 

created multiple clusters to cluster relationships. In addition, NFH has a close relationship with the 

lifestyle cluster and fashion organizations in Copenhagen to develop competence and share valuable 

experiences (Paasche, 2019). 
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Tequity Cluster 

TC can be characterized as developing cluster by the formation of formal cooperation with NIC. TC 

applied for admission and got accepted to the Arena program in 2017, and formally hired Espen 

Gressetvold as their first employee and cluster manager in March 2018 (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 

2019). The cluster has had a significant focus on two main areas so far: how to create more 

cooperation between the actors in the cluster and how to increase their expertise. The status as an 

Arena-cluster gave TC the funding and opportunity to professionalize the cluster project, create a 

more massive administration, as well as joint projects and activities. 

As presented, NFH is a mature cluster while TC is a developing cluster. Both clusters need social 

capital to further develop, regardless of their positions in different phases of the life cycle. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to emphasize that social capital plays a more significant role and is more 

important to focus on in NFH du to their horizontal structure.  
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6. Analysis 

The analysis will examine whether NIC succeeds in increasing and reinforcing relations in cluster 

projects. The analysis will be structured according to the sub-questions of the thesis. The first part of 

the analysis examines how NFH and TC focus on developing social capital within their clusters. The 

identified cluster conditions are used to investigate if the focus differs with the conditions of the 

clusters. The second part of the analysis investigates how NIC affect NFH and TC’s relations.  

6.1. The Presence of Social Capital in the Development of NFH and TC 

This section will analyze the following sub-question: How is social capital present at macro, meso 

and micro level in Norwegian Fashion Hub and Tequity Cluster, and how is this affected by the 

clusters’ conditions? 

 
According to Johnstad & Utter’s (2015) theory, both Porter’s Diamond and Ostrom’s model on social 

capital should be applied in a more dynamic framework to fully grasp the correlation between clusters 

and social capital. Their framework supports the research question of this thesis and is used as a 

foundation for this part of the analysis.  

 
6.1.1. The Importance of Social Capital in Cluster Development 
 
The different need for structural, relational, and cognitive social capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 

through the development of the clusters will be analyzed to examine whether this differs with the 

cluster conditions. Further, the social capital on all levels of the cluster (micro, meso, micro) will be 

examined in line with Johnstad and Utter’s (2015) model on cluster competitiveness and social 

capital. The same structure will be present for the analysis of TC.  

 
Norwegian Fashion Hub 
 
Social capital can be seen as one of the driving forces for achieving maturity in a horizontal cluster 

such as NFH. The basis for the development of social capital was laid in NFH’s “Emerging Cluster”- 

and “Cluster Development”-phase. However, it will be essential to maintain and further develop the 

social capital in the “Maturity Stage” to be able to address the pressing challenges in the industry. As 

previously presented, it is even more critical for NFH to maintain social capital due to their horizontal 

structure.  
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Saunes and Refvik (2019) state that you need to trust each other to succeed in the big projects, and 

underlines that the need for the different dimensions of social capital has changed through NFH’s life 

cycle. Initially, it was more about building reputation, credibility, and relationships in the ecosystem 

and create a valuable network (ibid). Networks consist of ties between individual and hence also 

between firms. These ties enable, help and speed up the knowledge and information exchange. Thus, 

the costs of information search will be lower (Kaasa, 2009). It was, therefore, necessary for NFH to 

focus on the structural social capital which allowed them to obtain and share information (Nahapiet 

& Ghoshal, 1998). The relational dimension was also significant as the nature of the relations was 

necessary to develop relevant relations. 

 
Refvik points out: “I think that building social capital plays a smaller role today than it did in the 

development stage. … Now the industry itself needs to be changed. The network is created in depth, 

and now we need to develop and innovate.” Saunes and Refvik (2019) describe the challenges and a 

need for a change in the fashion industry. Saunes stress that the need for change in the industry are 

so pressing that the cooperative projects, community and meeting places become even more important 

than they may have been in the past: “I think social capital is even more important in the big 

cooperative projects, and that we now have a greater focus than before on good projects and 

community for those who want and have the ability instead of chasing after those who do not” (ibid).   

 
As social capital can be hard to grasp it is easier to categorize it into the three dimensions when 

analyzing Saunes & Refvik’s statements. It seems like there is an increasing need for the cognitive 

dimension (shared norms, values, meanings, and so on) in order to develop, innovate, and face the 

pressing challenges in the industry. This dimension of social capital is considered as the possible 

factors of a region’s innovative activity (Kaasa, 2009). The number of social ties (structural) and the 

nature of these ties (relational) is already deeply present in the clusters relations. As NFH is an 

industry-focused cluster with members from several places in Norway it may be more challenging to 

foster the cognitive dimension of social capital. The members are facing the same industry challenges 

and are focused around the same industry. However, they may not execute their business based on 

the same norms and values. This is something NFH needs to be aware of.  

 
Numerous cooperative activities, competence groups, seminars, gatherings, and other clustering tools 

in NFH contribute to the cluster’s relevance. The activities provide members with venues where they 

can share knowledge and cooperate on achieving common goals based on shared resources (ibid). 
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Saunes and Refvik (2019) describe that the cluster has always been extremely concerned with 

surroundings to create a pleasant climate for cooperation and trust through social capital. NFH has 

built a common culture and shared values in the cluster and early anchored “cooperation to achieve 

goals” and “decent work and economic growth” as some of their core values. This seems to have 

colored the cooperation and communication on all levels in the cluster. 

 
NFH is today considerably bigger and more complex than they were when entering the Arena-

program. The established level of cooperation and social capital is challenged through an increasing 

mass of members. The development in a mature cluster can be demanding. NFH has been very 

conscious of this during its development and growth. Saunes & Refvik (2019) describe that they have 

gone a long way in taking the extra phone call at 8 pm on Sunday evening because they know the 

importance of building reputation, recognition, and trust. 

 
Through the interviews, it has emerged that they still consider it very important to keep the focus on 

maintaining the cluster’s structural and relational dimension and developing the cognitive social 

capital, seen because there is an upheaval in the industry. Saunes states that: “I believe that the 

resurgence of new Norwegian fashion brands is a result of us showing that it is possible to cooperate 

across the industry” (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). Thus, social capital becomes a vital topic to analyze. 

The next section will examine the presence of social capital at the macro, meso and micro level in 

NFH. 

 

 
Social Capital at cluster level (Macro) 
 
Social capital at a macro level is expressed through a social perspective (Schiefloe, 2007). Johnstad 

and Utter (2015) define this as competitiveness and uses Porter’s Diamond (1990)  to analyze the 

cluster at a macro level. Porter’s Diamond includes four conditions that can promote or inhibit the 

formation of international competitiveness for a cluster. The four conditions are; factor conditions, 

demand conditions, related and supporting industries and strategy, and structure and rivalry. 

 
The Factor Conditions 

The factor conditions around NFH have not been very supportive. However, they are developing 

increasingly. NFH has since the beginning been characterized as a thriving cluster with a high degree 

of cooperation (Paasche, 2019). The participating fashion brands are relatively small enterprises, and 
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it is, therefore, essential to develop a close working relationship and trust between the management 

of the companies. “It is important to understand that some industries are built on good cooperation – 

our industry was not. The industry has never been there. Companies that were doing exactly the same 

thing in the same street had never talked before. We wanted to change this.” (Saunes & Refvik, 2019).  

 
The cluster is an essential driver for the industry in Norway, and much of the reason is the stability 

in the cluster project (ibid). The experience and expertise of the management are unique, which has 

been crucial in the development of both the industry and the cluster. There have also been very stable 

NGOs around the cluster, e.g., stable partners in schools such as OsloMet, KHiO, and Bocconi. NFH 

is building the infrastructure around the Norwegian fashion industry (ibid), and are now partner’s 

with different actors within education, banking, research, governmental organs, and management 

consulting (Norwegian Fashion Hub, n.d.) Thus, factor conditions are developing. 

 
The Demand Conditions 

The demand conditions for products and services developed by NFH’s members are highly present. 

NFH has gathered popular Norwegian fashion brands as members of the cluster. This benefits the 

cluster as the popular brands attract other members to the cluster and work as “bell sheep” (Saunes 

& Refvik, 2019). The cluster membership benefits the members as NFH facilitate innovation and 

development and the positioning of the Norwegian fashion industry which will increase the 

international and domestic demand (Norwegian Fashion Hub, n.d.). Saunes and Refvik (2019) 

emphasize: “There is something about lifting others than yourself. It is not we who are to shine; they 

are. Making them visible and making them shine is an undervalued cluster competence that we are 

gradually getting”. Norwegian fashion sells like never before internationally, and exports have risen 

noticeably in recent years. Exports of clothing, shoes and leather goods increased by over 11 percent 

from 2016 to 2017, excluding companies that have their storage in Europe (Villalobos, 2018). 

The Related and Supportive Industries 

The related and supportive industries around fashion brands are also considered high. These industries 

include material supply, machinery suppliers, the specialized market for textiles and clothing, 

associations and agencies (Rodrigues & Khan, 2015). NFH’s members use suppliers from all over 

the world, and there are thousands of suppliers to choose from.  

However, one of NFH’s most significant focus areas is sustainability (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). Vast 

amounts of cheap fixed fashion are still being produced, as the fashion cycle is progressing faster. 
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Nevertheless, a new trend with a focus on greener production is increasing. Recently, Business of 

Fashion published its "State of Fashion"-report (Ahmed & Berg, 2018), stating, among other things, 

that the younger generation's passion for sustainability will peak in 2019. This forces the brands to 

think greener in all levels of the production, which may decrease the number of relevant supportive 

industries. Nevertheless, the related and supportive industries are considered high. NFH is one of the 

drivers for a green fashion industry in Norway. An example of this is one of their members, 

Holzweiler, who collaborate with the world’s most sustainable denim factory in Vietnam and several 

of the members’ use of sustainable fabric (Ravneberget, 2019). 

Strategy, Structure, and Rivalry 

Strategy, structure, and rivalry are essential aspects for creating innovation pressure in a cluster 

(Porter, 1990). Since the structure around NFH is still under development, the structure dimension is 

considered moderate. Rivalry is another vital aspect of this dimension. As a horizontal cluster, all 

NFH-members operate within the textile and fashion brand industry and is hence direct competitors 

which indicate a high degree of rivalry in the cluster. However, NFH has always focused on working 

together where they can and compete when they have to. The Norwegian fashion industry has 

everything to gain from pushing each other forward instead of tearing each other down (Saunes & 

Refvik, 2019). The members happen to share vendor lists and so on when they have enough trust in 

the relation. This is however not something NFH do publicly because of how the industry is. The 

sharing in the cluster today are more value-creating as it relates to joint research and development 

projects (ibid). Regardless, rivalry is an essential aspect of a cluster in order to become internationally 

competitive (Porter, 1990). 

 
It is concluded that the factor conditions around NFH are developed increasingly in line with the 

Norwegian fashion sector. The demand conditions are considered high together with the related and 

supportive industries. Lastly, the conditions around strategy, structure, and rivalry are also regarded 

high even though the cluster is known for their ability to cooperate. There is clearly a balance between 

the four conditions which indicates high competitiveness and potential for innovation in the cluster.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 46 

Social Capital at group level (Meso) 
 
At meso level, Ostrom (1998) expresses that trust, reputation, and reciprocity will affect each other. 

This will, in turn, affect the degree of cooperation and interactions in the cluster, which again can 

result in benefits for the members. One, therefore, wants to achieve positive and self-reinforcing links 

between these three institutions (ibid).  

 
Trust 

Already at an early stage, NFH focused on creating strong trust between the key members (Saunes & 

Refvik, 2019). To create trust they invited eight companies to a study trip to China already before 

they got accepted to Arena: “What happens when you are traveling is that you lower the fence. It was 

very educational because the resistance we encountered before traveling totally changed during the 

time we were there. The companies were initially skeptical about cooperation, but when we got down 

there it was us against the rest” (ibid). Saunes continuously emphasizes that trust is the foundation 

for success and that it is a big part of one’s capability to innovate.  

 
Both characteristic-based and process-based trust has been built through gatherings, communication, 

teamwork in projects and competence groups (Gausdal & Hildrum, 2012). The members have met 

regularly and developed trust through interaction over time. In achieving The Silver Label of the 

European Cluster Excellence Initiative, NFH has proved that at least 15% of the cluster participants 

are involved in cooperation activities with each other (Hagenauer, Kergel, & Stürzebecher, 2011). 

 
Saunes is in the opinion that the trust created at an early stage has been reinforced through the 

development of the cluster (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). She states that the cluster encourages sharing 

of expertise and knowledge in common challenges and projects but that some of the members also 

share their list of suppliers and so on when they have enough trust in each other (ibid). Trust and 

cooperation are two of the cluster’s success factors. Saunes explains that they went through a 

delimitation of the members early on; Norwegian fashion brands over a certain size with a certain 

turnover. Hence, the cluster only focuses on the players who are at the same level horizontally in the 

value chain. This was very important in the first phase because the similarities within the first 12 

members created a base for trust (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). Refvik specified that: “how we got them 

to collaborate showed others in the industry that it is enriching to be part of the cluster. They see that 

the members can cooperate and succeed and hence want to join”.  
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NFH seems to have passed the critical period when there was little trust between the actors. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to continue to focus on the cluster's social capital for future development 

and growth. 

 
Reputation 

The world is becoming more and more concerned with sustainable fashion. The users require that  

fashion brands contribute to "the green shift.” Companies that are poor in these areas automatically 

get a bad reputation, which in turn can lead to poorer results. One of NFH's focus areas and long-term 

goals is to build the Norwegian fashion industry’s reputation among stakeholders. They especially 

work towards communicating Norwegian fashion as sustainable and something that reflects 

Norwegian identity and way of life (Norwegian Fashion Hub, n.d.). Saunes describes how they have 

been conscious of getting members to change their business models and contribute to "the green 

shift":  “Involving the members at an early stage and getting them to participate in the development 

of the strategies and projects has contributed to building credibility for the cluster” (Saunes & Refvik, 

2019). 

 
Johnstad and Utter (2015) point out that a good reputation and credibility is vital for attracting new 

members, partners and stakeholders. Businesses will not cooperate with companies that struggle with 

a bad reputation, and a bad reputation can thus create barriers to business. By identifying "the green 

shift" as a central focus area, NFH has increased its reputation in the ecosystem. They have succeeded 

in communicating this externally to society, politicians and the press. The role as a driving force in 

the industry also gives the cluster a high degree of credibility which benefits the cluster.  

 
Reciprocity 

Saunes were asked how they experience the balance between a company's contribution and what they 

got back from the other members. Saunes points out that it is a natural reciprocity between what the 

companies contribute to and what they get back from the cluster activities: “We are very clear with 

our members on that they will get more out of the cluster projects if they participate actively, yet the 

members’ views on what they get out of the cluster are very different.” Saunes points out that some 

of the members’ desire to participate actively comes in phases: “Members are very interested in 

participating when the projects can be beneficial for their core business. They will then also get a lot 

out of the projects. On the other hand, they are not as active if they either do not have a thorough 

understanding of the topic or the project goes outside their needs” (Saunes, 2019).  
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The cluster is a cooperation - those who give a lot also get a lot in return. Many do not understand 

that what is done in the cluster should be instead of and not in addition to. Cluster leaders must be 

connected to what the needs of the businesses are at all time. If the cluster is not demand-driven, one 

does not show respect for the members' time” (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). 

 
Saunes describes how some members now tell how the activities and tools they have accessed through 

the cluster have really made a difference for them (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). Refvik describes how 

the cluster management team carefully chooses the members of the cluster, and that they through 

activities and involvement give their members an excellent opportunity to get to know each other and 

create relations. Some of the companies opinions are that they get more power back than they put 

into the cluster: “The companies are now telling us how the activities or tools they have accessed 

through the cluster really have made a difference for them. They talk about all the companies they 

work with and how their network has become steadier, and so on.” Refvik and Saunes add that it is 

vital to be aware of the fact that this is not built in a day, and that it takes time to build trust. 

 
This proves that NFH has established common norms and values, and established credible 

commitments in the cluster, as Ostrom recommends (2000). The reflections around this situation are 

that the companies have learned to trust each other. They contribute with their knowledge and 

experience and trust that the other members will contribute and not misuse shared information. Most 

members have realized that they can get a lot out of the cooperation (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). 

 
Saunes states that there, in general, is a high degree of trust, reciprocity (if one participate) and 

reputation/credibility in the cluster and that this benefits the cluster (ibid). By exploiting this, NFH 

has created arenas for voluntary cooperation that have had positive effects in the form of collective 

action. These community actions materialize through the fact that the cluster has been capable of 

creating an environment that companies are interested in participating in. NFH will play an important 

role in future positioning the Norwegian fashion industry.  

 
 
Social Capital at an individual level (Micro) 
 
At micro level, a person’s ability within entrepreneurship, leadership, and initiative is essential in 

order to achieve a positive drive (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). These features are needed from people in 

key positions to create engagement in and around the cluster. NFH is developed through the efforts 



 49 

of many key individuals during the last five years. These are people who, with entrepreneurial spirit 

and courage, have facilitated and helped drive the cluster activities forward. Johnstad & Utter (ibid) 

points out the importance of enthusiasts to create engagement in the cluster.  

 
For NFH this began with a group of people who realized the need to gather the industry in 2007. This 

engagement lead to Norwegian Fashion Institute which later lead to the creation of NFH, where 

Refvik played a significant role (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). The cluster management contacted the 

most popular Norwegian fashion brands to get them onboard, which created a deep engagement at a 

high level in the cluster’s emerging phase. The first members of NFH are described as significant 

contributors to the development of the cluster (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). The key members contribute 

with ideas, activities, and knowledge that the other members can benefit from.  

 
The cluster administration in NFH has always played a significant role as forerunners for the cluster. 

Empirical studies of business environments and clusters show that actors can rely on different 

rationales in their actions. Some actions are governed by a desire for profit maximization and cost-

effective solutions, others by a desire to achieve legitimacy in the cluster, while there are also 

practices that are largely about continuing established organizational routines (Christiansen & 

Jakobsen, 2012). Refvik describes how she believes that their mix of expertise and passion makes the 

cluster organization different from many others (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). 

 
Refvik states that there is a difference between leading a cluster and understand in depth what the 

challenges are and merely leading a cluster as a job: “A cluster is not voluntary work, there is 

something about the commitment that is important in building projects, and this comes from several 

different experiences, rather than having been brought in by a board to do a project management job” 

(ibid). She continues by emphasizing the experience of the administration team: “We have had Elin 

(Saunes) as project manager during the whole period, and she is excellent at cluster methodology, I 

have led this type of companies for years, and Gisle (head of innovation and former leader for 

Norwegian Fashion Institute) has a long background within the industry. I do not think many cluster 

administrations can be compared when it comes to experience within the cluster industry and as much 

passion as we have” (ibid). 

 
Refvik was hired as cluster leader before the cluster applied for Arena-status. As one of the early 

enthusiasts, she contributed to the cluster receiving admission to the program after being declined in 
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the first application round (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). The interview shows that she is an excellent 

strategist with good administrative qualities and broad experience within the fashion industry.  

 
Saunes was hired as manager right after the cluster got Arena-status. She is drawn as a key person 

and driving force behind the development of NFH. Refvik stresses that: “We have been incredibly 

lucky to get Elin into the cluster as the cluster nerd she is. We had never fixed the methodology 

without her. We have the knowledge within processes and the industry, but really understanding 

clusters is another subject. It has been one of our success criteria to be able to lean on someone who 

really knows the field and who wants to work with it” (ibid). Saunes also has good knowledge of the 

policy instrument, which was very important in NFH achieving The Silver Label. Furthermore, she 

has been excellent at building relations and putting NFH and its members on the map.  

 
Refvik and Saunes (2019) also state that they have been incredibly lucky with their chairman. He is 

very knowledgeable in the industry, the agent role, he has bought Norwegian brands, and he is 

familiar with the pressure it is having to succeed both locally and internationally. In other words, he 

knows the needs of the companies in the cluster (ibid). NFH has a composition on their board based 

on their chosen strategies. Hence, they have a specialist in sustainability and other good examples of 

the interaction needed to be successful (ibid). 

 
NFH has played an important role in the development of Norwegian fashion, much dependent on the 

people in the management team. Now, five years later, the ecosystem has changed: “To build a sector, 

you need to be more than two people who build. Now the schools and studies are starting to take 

responsibility; Innovation Norway is starting to understand the importance, the retailers are starting 

to set needs. Now it is a lot about other and bigger things than when we started the cluster” (ibid).  

 
NFH definitely develop social capital in the cluster, through visions, initiatives, and leadership, and 

has been totally dependent on these commitments in order to develop to where they are today. One 

strength of the cluster is that they have managed to keep the important people, with in-depth 

knowledge and experience, in the cluster. If several of the key persons were to conclude at the same 

time, it could cause major consequences for the cluster. Thus, the dimensions of entrepreneurial 

ability, visions and initiatives, and leadership are central to the development of social capital and 

crucial for the cluster’s success (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). 
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Tequity Cluster  
 
As a relatively new cluster, it is highly essential to create relations and an ecosystem around TC 

(Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019).  It has been said that access to know-how can be gained with the help 

of know-who. In other words, if one have the right relations, one may avoid duplication of research 

and hence save costs on information search (Kaasa, 2009). 

TC works as an association owned by the now about 60 members. Gressetvold and Ottesen (2019) 

emphasize the importance of formalizing the cooperation in the “Developing Cluster”-phase 

(Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004) by stating: “Many of the actors in our cluster have 

worked together. Hence, there are lots of examples of cooperation in individual projects from earlier. 

Nevertheless, we have now formally become a cooperating ecosystem.” The development of social 

capital is essential for achieving joint projects and collaborative activities in a “developing cluster” 

(Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004).  

Two of the clusters core values, “cooperation” and “expertise,” have been and are central to the 

development of social capital in TC. Gressetvold & Ottesen (2019) points out that social capital has 

been a decisive driver for cooperation and development of new competence groups, forums and, 

projects. Gressetvold describes that they, in the first period as Arena-cluster, had a strong focus on 

establishing central competence groups to create common subject areas for cooperation between the 

companies. Since then, the number of competence groups has increased based on identified needs 

(ibid). Thus, TC has had a great focus on the structural and the relational dimensions of social capital; 

the number of social ties, their relative position in this network, the nature of these ties, and the assets 

rooted in them (Tsai & Ghoshal, 1998). 

Ottesen claims that it is important to have a focus on the structural social capital, having been 

introduced and connected: “it is important to have a broad network, with the opportunity to use it. 

We are involved in building and developing a network, and it is an essential part of being in the 

cluster management. We want more people to take part in this network” (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 

2019). Clusters and firms need to interact with their environment in order to innovate. Gressetvold 

points out that they after some time need to move from surface to content in order to make the 

interactions really valuable. Hence, the relational dimension of social capital can be considered vital 

due to the spread of relevant information (Kaasa, 2009).  
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The cognitive dimension increases trust which in turn increase the innovation activity (Kaasa, 2009). 

Thus, there is also a need to focus on the cognitive dimension of social capital. TC develops this 

dimension of social capital through gatherings and workshops with their members, and Gressetvold 

claims that the activities create a trust that breaks the barrier of sharing knowledge that they would 

not have shared otherwise (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Gressetvold emphasizes that after doing 

this people start to use each other in other contexts than before and that they can see effects on the 

cooperative dimensions (ibid).  

 
Gressetvold and Ottesen (2019) underline the importance of relations in the further development of 

TC. This especially as they are creating a whole new Norwegian ecosystem within the 

commercialization of tech startups: “It is important that we draw links between the various members 

and act as bridges to get them involved in a network or project. The role as facilitator and catalyst is 

vital as the members may not have cooperated normally” (ibid). All TC’s members are located in 

Trondheim and are all connected to the investment environment. This may increase cognitive 

relations as they share the common goal of developing the ecosystem in “their town.” However, it is 

worth pointing out that social capital may not be as important in TC due to the cluster’s vertical 

structure which makes it easier for the members to cooperate. The next section will examine the 

presence of social capital at macro, meso and micro level in TC (Ostrom, 1998).  

 
 
Social Capital on a cluster level (Macro) 
 
As previously mentioned, Johnstad and Utter (2015) define social capital at a cluster level as 

competitiveness and uses Porter’s Diamond to analyze the cluster at a macro level. However, TC is 

a somewhat untraditional cluster seen in the light of traditional cluster theory as the members of the 

cluster works within seven different industries; investment and tech, HR, banking, law/IPR, 

management consulting, education and research and deal flow (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Due  

to the numerous actor areas it is not easy to understand the balance between the market conditions in 

Porter’s diamond model. Reve & Sasson (2012) state that the interaction between the companies in 

the cluster will, through upgrading mechanisms, increase the competitiveness of the members. Thus, 

TC’s upgrade mechanisms; pressure for innovation, complementarity, and knowledge distribution 

(Reve & Sasson, 2012) will be analyzed in order to get an understanding of the social capital on 

macro level. 
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Pressure for Innovation 

Pressure for innovation is a result of competition in the cluster and the market and leads companies 

to innovate to keep their position in the market. Since TC operates within several different industries, 

there is little direct competition between the members in the cluster in comparison to an industry 

focused cluster. According to literature, TC faces a challenge due to the lack of competitive pressure 

within the cluster (Porter, 1990). Nevertheless, Gressetvold points out the lack of competition in the 

cluster as an advantage. Due to members from different industries, it is easier to put together a group 

where no one is afraid of sharing their knowledge and ideas.  

 
Hence, they can cooperate on projects and processes that are much closer to the strategically 

important core processes and activities. When the structure strongly emphasizes cooperation and 

development of trust between the players, it can weaken internal competition as a driving force. It is 

essential that the cluster management manages to cope with the simultaneous occurrence of 

cooperation and competition, i.e., that one must also stimulate rivalry in the areas where appropriate 

(Normann, Fosse, Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 2014). The challenge for TC is how the members will succeed 

in creating radical innovation around their products, processes, and services as a result of cluster 

activities. 

 
However, the direct competition between the members in each actor area can be challenging: “We 

have seen some indications that the members may think it is a bit challenging to work with direct 

competitors, but then they understand that it is a situation we must live with because the competitors 

have different roles in the ecosystem. In that setting, we bring the competing companies together at 

workshops and gatherings” (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). 

 
Gressetvold commented on the competition aspect during the interview: “We soon realized that it 

was not a good idea to get two directly competing management consulting companies to work 

together on a program - then it was better that one of the companies arranged the program with 

someone from the other actor areas in our cluster … They had structural prerequisites for being able 

to freely share information without being afraid that they faced a company with competing products 

or competing technology”. Ottesen stresses that the fear of sharing information with direct 

competitors is part of the challenge in clusters and that they focus on making sure that the companies 

cooperate when they can and share expertise when possible but that they also can compete when they 

have to (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). 
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Gressetvold and Ottesen point out that several of the members participate in other clusters in addition 

to TC, and that all the actor areas are highly competitive in its own. However, the focus of the cluster 

is not to develop an already existing industry. The goal is to develop a  whole new ecosystem, and 

this is the reason why cooperation and expertise is the main focus in the building phase. Since 

members do not compete with the same products, the cluster can cooperate on joint projects to solve 

shared challenges (Jørgensen & Svarstad, 2015). Hence, TC will be able to increase 

commercialization of tech startups in the region. However, due to the low pressure for innovation, it 

may be challenging for members in the cluster to radically innovate.  

 

Complementarity 

Complementarity is achieved in the cluster through the sharing of knowledge and experiences across 

the actor areas in the cluster (Reve & Sasson, 2012). Through the interview with Gressetvold and 

Ottesen (2019), it was emphasized that all the members want to build the ecosystem and play each 

other well. As a result, companies will experience increased competitiveness in the market in which 

each actor group competes. 

 
When Gressetvold and Ottesen, as TC’s management team, organize joint projects and workshops 

they always utilize expertise from companies at different levels in the value chain. Gressetvold 

describes how they interview all their members in order to find out what subjects they want to learn 

more about: “When we work to increase our expertise, we take hold of areas that we believe are the 

most relevant to our members - where the ecosystem needs to strengthen. We then use internal 

expertise, which people is very interested in. Known and lesser-known issues are put on the map and 

done something about, and this brings the network closer” (ibid). 

 

Knowledge Distribution 

TC also achieve the upgrade mechanism knowledge distribution through interactions and 

collaborations in seminars, forums, activities, and projects. The members gladly bring their 

experiences and knowledge into the various arenas (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Through a high 

degree of trust and cooperation, the experiences and knowledge are spread in the cluster: “When we 

now have 60 members, it is important for us to work with powerful reinforcements of cooperation. 

We do this by having several joint projects and competence-building workshops. No one will come 

if we just say we should meet. We need to have some exciting topics, some great talks from internal 

members, and some air between the topics so that we get some effects and interactions between the 
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members” (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Based on this interaction, new projects and activities can 

arise and develop. Hence, the cluster members can share knowledge without high risk.  

 
The cooperative projects in TC occur based on the cluster's upgrade mechanisms and give the 

members increased power. The projects are anchored in the members and are oriented towards the 

strategic focus areas of TC (ibid). The projects seem to be very important for the cluster's 

development, and an important source of funding.  

 
It is believed that the members of TC complement each other and share experiences and knowledge 

effectively due to the vertical structure of the cluster. This gives the members effects in terms of 

higher productivity, lower transaction costs and more innovation than if the companies faced the same 

challenges separately (Bergum, 2006; Clark et al., 2003; Morosini, 2004). This gives the member 

companies increased competitiveness at the macro level by being members and cooperating in the 

cluster organization (Johnstad & Utter, 2015). Thus, the social capital on a macro level is considered 

as increasing. In the "Development stage," it is important that TC continue to focus on the social 

capital of the cluster, both the structural, the relational and the cognitive dimensions of it, to further 

develop as a cluster. 

 

 
Social Capital on a group level (Meso) 
 
As previously stated the balance between trust, reputation and reciprocity will affect the degree of 

cooperation and interaction on a group level (Ostrom, 1998). Interactions between the core 

institutions in a cluster; trust, reputation, and reciprocity, is central to develop the necessary level of 

cooperation (ibid). TC is a relatively young cluster and has been active as a cluster for 1,5 years 

(Tequity Cluster, n.d.). Already at this early stage, TC has a significant focus on building strong trust 

in the cluster. 

 
Trust 

Gressetvold and Ottesen (2019) first point out the importance of the members having trust in that the 

cluster management and board work towards the adopted strategy and goals. The management work 

on creating this trust by implementing activities and projects of high quality and experienced value: 

“This means that our members find that the value they receive is worth the “membership fee”” 

(Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). They further emphasize the importance of establishing trust between 
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the members in the cluster (ibid). The cluster management is actively working to draw as many 

members as possible into activities and programs. When conducting activities, the cluster 

management ensures a distribution so that no members are perceived as being disadvantaged in terms 

of competition. Gressetvold points out that this is important in terms of trust: “Sharing knowledge 

and experience and filling in expertise makes them talk more and more together. The activities break 

down the barrier by sharing the knowledge that they would not otherwise share” (ibid). TC also 

arrange study trips, which also increase the trust between the members as they develop a relationship.  

 
Johnstad & Utter (2015) describe how the development of trust will be self-reinforcing. Trust and 

commitment in groups will release positive energy. This, in turn, could create increased motivation 

and creativity. Gressetvold adds to this statement by adding: “Some contribute jointly through 

projects and initiatives that we initiate or allow to be initiated. This leads to reinforcing cooperation 

and trust between some of the players, but it also leads to some new connections within the 

ecosystem” (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Trust developed by repeated cooperation may lead to 

riskier and more radical innovative cooperation projects (Kaasa, 2009). 

 
Reputation 

A good reputation and credibility are vital for attracting new members, partners, and stakeholders 

(Johnstad & Utter, 2015), which in turn is vital for TC as a new cluster. Ottesen emphasizes this and 

adds: “In this phase, it is also important to build a reputation in order for the members to have a 

positive relation with us as an organization and for them to wish to contribute so that we can develop 

the ecosystem” (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Gressetvold and Ottesen further point out that the 

reputation with the municipality, county, business association in Trondheim, members and other 

stakeholders need to be good in order to develop this ecosystem, and that they are working actively 

to strengthen their reputation with the stakeholders mentioned above. However, Paasche (2019) 

challenge TC on this statement: “We realize that they need to do this in Trondheim first, but we would 

like to accelerate this idea on a national level. It is not only in Trondheim that we need this ecosystem. 

TC has a slightly uplifting effect and really need to create tentacles far beyond the small environment 

they have in Trondheim”. 

 
Reciprocity 

The last institution that will affect the degree of cooperation and interaction on a group level is 

reciprocity (Ostrom, 1998). Both reciprocity between the members of the cluster and between the 
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members and the administration is needed. Reciprocity between the members is vital in order for 

them to share competence and experiences through gatherings or workshops (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 

2019). However, Gressetvold state that not all members are as actively involved as others. Hence, it 

depends what they get out of the cluster projects: “The members who are active and share knowledge 

and experience benefit from the membership as it creates reciprocity” (ibid).   

 

The companies' contribution to developing the cluster is voluntary hours for participation in the board, 

trade unions, workshops, and other activities. Without the companies' contributions, it will be tough 

to develop the cluster (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Gressetvold further describes that they are in 

the middle of a process of interviewing the members about what they want to put on the map, about 

where they can imagine contributing, and which areas the cluster need to work more with (ibid). In 

this way, TC establishes a social commitment and reciprocity between the cluster and the members. 

 
As TC is a relatively young cluster, it is hard to emphasize whether the cluster has a balance between 

trust, reputation, and reciprocity as they are working on developing all institutions. However, the 

cluster administration is aware of the importance and are actively working on establishing a balance 

in order to get an increased degree of cooperation and interaction. TC will play a significant role in 

developing the commercialization ecosystem in Trondheim, and possibly Norway. 

 
 
Social Capital on an individual level (Micro) 
 
For further development of a cluster, people in key positions’ entrepreneurial abilities are important 

(Johnstad & Utter, 2015). This will, in turn, lead to engagement in and around the cluster initiative. 

Within TC’s 60 members, the board and the cluster administration one can identify several enthusiasts 

and key individuals. These are people who have facilitated and helped drive the cluster activities 

forward, with entrepreneurial spirit and courage.  

 
One of TC’s most important partners is NTNU Accel, an incubator in Trondheim. The general 

manager and director of NTNU Accel has contributed significantly during the establishment of TC 

and worked as general manager of TC before Gressetvold. He still performs several administrative 

tasks for the cluster and cooperates with Gressetvold and Ottesen on several activities within the 

cluster (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). He operates as a driver within the cluster and the ecosystem 

and helps the cluster development.  
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The cluster management consists of two people, Gressetvold and Ottesen. This may be a challenge: 

“It is clearly a challenge to get time for everything, and get the desired effect of the clusters.” They 

describe how they depend on themselves to be catalyzers in the sense that they need to trigger more 

effort among the members than they put in themselves: “If we can get people together we are present 

in something that generates 10 times as many hours of work from those who are there than we do for 

ourselves. Then we have done a good thing”. 

 

Gressetvold and Ottesen, are other vital drivers of the cluster. Gressetvold has considerable 

knowledge and experience within the ecosystem in Trondheim. His network among the members is 

significant for being able to engage people in high-quality workshops and projects that the cluster 

arrange. With his long background within education, he is a talented chair and facilitator in workshops 

(Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Kaasa describes how in case of higher general trust, a worker’s human 

capital (stock of knowledge, habits, social and personality attributes, including creativity, embodied 

in the ability to perform labor to produce economic value (Claudia Goldin, 2014)) is more important 

than their acquaintances. It is clear that Gressetvold’s human capital is essential for TC’s future 

development.  

 
Ottesen, as project manager, has broad experience from international tech companies and broad 

management experience. He worked for Autronica for 17 years and know how the company 

succeeded in scaling. Ottesen’s expertise is complementary to Gressetvold, and together they are a 

team that has good conditions for developing the cluster further (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). 

 
Gressetvold and Ottesen (2019) further emphasize the board and chairman, and how they have been 

essential drivers for establishing the cluster, defining strategies and goals, as well as the application 

process for becoming an Arena cluster. They describe how the board consists of people with long 

experience as investors and top managers in technology companies, who contribute with expertise 

and networks to further develop the cluster. The chair of the board is particularly important for TC 

and contributes a considerable number of hours of work during the year (ibid). 

 
Andersson et al. (2004) stress that the qualities of the individual “clusterpreneur,”1 including the 

person’s inherent competencies, can significantly influence the success of a cluster project. Clusters 

                                                
1 Cluster entrepreneur 
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are, as individuals, unique, in part because they build on and extend from the characteristics and 

abilities of the people they bring together (ibid). TC has several individual “clusterpreneurs” that will 

help the cluster further develop. However, it is worth stressing that cluster growth is dependent on 

external knowledge and constantly looking outside the cluster for new opportunities and risks 

(Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). TC needs to be aware of this and not get a “lock-in” 

in the Trondheim-region.  

 
To sum up, the different conditions of NFH and TC leads to different needs regarding social capital, 

as all the members of NFH are direct competitors, while the members of TC complement each other 

in the value chain. NFH has developed a strong structural and relational social capital and is now 

working on developing the cognitive dimension in order to create a setting where the members 

willingly cooperate to solve the pressing challenges in the industry. TC is a much younger cluster and 

is mainly working on developing a broad network of relevant relations. Hence, they are focusing on 

the structural and relational dimensions of social capital. It is worth mentioning that social capital is 

not as important for TC due to the vertical structure of the cluster. However, it may be easier for them 

to develop the ecosystem as the members are located around the same location and speak the same 

language, which indicates a high degree of cognitive social capital.  

 
The analysis of NFH’s social capital indicates high competitiveness and potential for innovation, 

there are positive and reinforcing effects from trust, reputation, and reciprocity, and the cluster is 

totally dependent on “clusterpreneurs” and individual drivers. The analysis of TC’s social capital 

shows how the complementarity and knowledge distribution is high, while the pressure for innovation 

is moderate/low due to the cluster structure. Due to the age of the cluster, it is hard to point to the 

positive effects on the meso level as the institutions are all under development. However, as 

previously stated the institutions may not be as important. TC is filled with individuals who help the 

cluster thrive. Nevertheless, it is essential that the cluster opens up for external knowledge sources to 

avoid a “lock-in”. 
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6.2. The Effect of Trust and Network Building on Cluster Relations  

This section will analyze the following sub-question: How are the relations in the two clusters 

affected by NIC’s ability to build trust and networks? 

 
NIC’s focus and strategy on building and sharing relations will be investigated as it may or may not 

be essential for the development process of NFH and TC. Identifying and prioritizing the resources 

related to the management of cooperation is vital for NIC in order to succeed. NIC is intended to offer 

financial and professional support for the long-term development of regional business environments. 

NIC sits on a unique network and knowledge and should have a deliberate strategy on how to utilize 

these areas.  

 
NIC, in line with other similar policy-driven cluster programs internationally, has a clear objective to 

enhance collaboration activities in the participating clusters and between the clusters in the program 

(Norwegian Innovation Clusters, n.d.). This section of the analysis will address whether NIC affects 

the relations in the two clusters. 

 
6.2.1. NIC’s effect on relations in NFH and TC  
 
The Norwegian culture is based on trust 
 
As previously stated, successful cooperation generates trust, which in turn can provide a self-

reinforcing effect by generating more cooperation, trust, and so on. What is trust-building practice in 

some cultures and industries is not necessarily the same practice that creates trust in other 

environments. Based on empirical findings on social capital from sources such as the World Values 

Survey, one can argue that Norway and the Nordic countries have a comparative advantage of the 

network model (Normann, Fosse, Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 2014). In Norwegian communities, a 

foundation of social capital already exists to build mutually binding cooperation within networks. 

 
The relations within NIC are built on trust (Paasche, 2019), and it is vital that the network facilitates 

the building of trust for future cooperation and development (Gausdal & Hildrum, 2012). NIC’s focus 

on building social capital will further be described in relation to Gausdal and Hildrum’s theory on 

trust.  

 
TC’s cluster advisor, Strøm (2019), states that the cluster program probably should have even more 

focus on tools that build social capital and relations on a national level. However, NIC facilitates 
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meeting places for the clusters both on a national and regional level from time to time: “We have not 

had so many regional meetings yet, but when we have the clusters get to know each other, and a 

network is created” (ibid). Strøm further describes how each cluster facilitates meeting arenas where 

members can meet and that this is an important resource to create social capital. He states that many 

members think of the meeting places as one of the most important things that the cluster facilitate 

(ibid).  

 
The meeting places that NIC facilitates can be the foundation for characteristic-based, built through 

communication and networking (Gausdal & Hildrum, 2012). NFH’s cluster advisors (Bardalen & 

Morseth, 2019) was also asked how they focus on creating relations through the program, and 

answered that the meeting places are the primary tool: “We create common meeting places, and have 

done something right when we hear that the clusters have contacted each other afterward. We do not 

necessarily have to create these links and bridges. The more this happens by itself, the better”.  

 
What happens in these meeting places is that the parties recognize each other's knowledge and 

experience and have the expectation that the other party has something valuable to contribute in return 

(Gausdal & Hildrum, 2012). The cluster advisors often facilitate this by inviting some of the clusters 

to talk about their areas of expertise. According to Bardalen and Morseth (2019), this is a trigger for 

social capital and that several of the other clusters often want to talk to the cluster after their 

presentation. They further describe that they can connect the clusters with others directly, both other 

clusters and others in their external network (ibid). 

 
Process-based trust is often built through teamwork and practical work (Gausdal & Hildrum, 2012). 

NIC encourages the clusters to develop this kind of thrust, but it does not seem like they have a focus 

on creating it through their arenas at this point. However, the cluster program is now doing significant 

changes to the program. The plan is, among other things, to increase the collaboration between 

clusters. This will be more discussed in chapter 7. Hopefully, these measures will help the program 

build both characteristic- and process-based trust through activities to further develop relations. 

 
Morseth (2019) states that she does not think that NIC show any particular focus on creating either 

trust, cooperation or social capital. She describes that the trust is already created but that the cluster 

advisors need to listen to the clusters in order to maintain this trust: “We are strongly aware that 

everything is based on trust. However, we are not talking about it so much” (Bardalen & Morseth, 

2019). 
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Increasing and Reinforcing Relations 
 
A thriving cluster strongly relies on bonding social capital. The connection between the companies 

in NFH and TC is characterized by bonding. NIC has to a certain degree enabled the transfer of 

knowledge through bonding ties within the clusters. When businesses realize that it is beneficial for 

them to cooperate through a cluster bonds are created between the participants. This creates overlaps 

in the social and cognitive worlds of the actors (Putnam, 1995). There were Norwegian clusters before 

the launch of NIC. However, NIC enhances a clusters capability to innovate by providing financial 

and professional support, and there probably would not have been as many Norwegian clusters as it 

is today if it was not for NIC. This in itself is proof of the program resulting in more bonding ties.  

 
Much bonding ties provide benefits to the cluster associated with cooperation, understanding of 

community and internal learning, and information exchange (Normann, Fosse, Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 

2014). There is a high degree of bonding ties in NFH and TC. Nevertheless, there might have been 

as many bonds even if they were not a part of NIC: “I really do feel that we manage to come up with 

many good initiatives and activities and build trust and collaboration through dialogues with our 

members. Thus, I would not have more feedback from the program administration” (Gressetvold & 

Ottesen, 2019). 

 
Access to external knowledge sources is dependent on the exploitation of weak ties (Vaarst Andersen, 

2011). By creating bridging ties through boundary spanning, organizations can utilize weak ties to 

other distant networks. NFH and TC have enabled the transfer of knowledge by developing bridging 

ties (Granovetter, 1973) to other clusters and other valuable actors in the ecosystem. Hence, they have 

some valuable boundary spanners in their management teams. According to Paasche (2019), NIC’s 

strategy of creating bridging ties is that the cluster advisors serve as boundary spanners and bridge 

builders and that they challenge the clusters on building these bridges.  

 
Granovetter (1983) supports the importance of weak ties: “Weak ties provide the bridges over which 

innovations cross the boundaries of social groups; the decision making, however, is influenced mainly 

by the strong-ties network in each group.” This phrase support how NIC focuses on bridging ties. 

Strøm (2019) believes that NIC is very helpful in creating these bridges, especially between clusters 

in the program: “I think they (NIC) want to and do facilitate the meeting places where the clusters 

have time to discuss, but then I think it is up to each cluster whether they seize that opportunity and 
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whether they find partners that are relevant for themselves.” In other words, Strøm points out that 

NIC creates arenas for cluster to cluster-cooperation but that it is up to the clusters to get in touch.  

 
The cluster advisors are central actors in the NIC-regime and likely has greater potential to combine 

and exchange resources with the clusters because of their locational advantages in the network (Tsai 

& Ghoshal, 1998). What does complicate the exchange of resources on a national level is that the 

clusters are part of different regions with different needs and that the cluster advisors are responsible 

for the clusters in their region (Bardalen & Morseth, 2019). As a consequence, one will not be able 

to find a widespread and general description of the optimal type of social capital (Kaasa, 2009). 

Morseth points out that they have a few national gatherings and that there is every reason to talk to 

other regions, but that most of the learning arenas and meeting places take place in the region due to 

it being practical geographically (Bardalen & Morseth, 2019). Further, Bardalen describes how two 

other clusters in the region talked to him about them wanting to get in touch with NFH as they 

specialize in sustainability. When being asked if he then initiated the bridges between the clusters and 

worked as a boundary spanner, he replied that the clusters often initiate this themselves and that this 

is the best way (ibid).  

 
Bardalen (ibid) emphasizes that the development of trust and the bonding- and bridging philosophy 

are essential tools in the cluster program and something they focus on: “We are committed to both 

building trust within the clusters between the core participants, the board, and so on, while at the 

same time trying to avoid lock-in situations by making sure that the cluster reach out to others”.  

 
Embeddedness  
 
NIC and the clusters’ internal structure is characterized by strong ties and a high level of 

embeddedness. This supports the ability to leverage social capital. 

 
However, there is a risk that the embeddedness reaches a level where it leads to inertia and 

vulnerability (Uzzi & Spiro, 2005), also known as over-embeddedness (Vaarst Andersen, 2013). NIC 

seems to be aware of the risk of getting too focused and biased: “Clusters sometimes become a bit 

too path-dependent. This means that they have worked together in a value chain for so many years, 

where it is almost impossible to bring in new players. Getting an entrepreneur in to enter and break 

the barrier is very difficult. These clusters do not succeed in the long run. Balancing is important, and 

that is what makes it incredibly demanding to be a cluster leader and cluster advisor” (Paasche, 2019).  
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Further, Paasche uses this statement to underline that the cluster advisors need to challenge the cluster 

to bring in external input. However, she describes that the cluster advisors are so used to working 

with clusters on supportive levels, that it is tough for them to turn around and challenge. The program 

management then needs to team up with the cluster advisors in order to challenge in the cases where 

the clusters need more help from the program (ibid). This is dependent on the clusters’ conditions. 

 
On the other side, Bardalen describes how they often challenge the clusters more than the program 

management register (Bardalen & Morseth, 2019), and that this often is negatively received from the 

clusters’ side: “We note that some of the cluster advisors get negative feedback out there when they 

are very active in the cluster and that it might not be so smart to challenge them too much.” The 

management team in TC supports this by saying that they need to have time to do the job they have 

been hired to do and focus on their members without needing to please the Arena-program all the 

time (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). Gressetvold (2019) further states that he thinks it is useful to 

connect with other clusters through the meeting places, but also that this is a time that they can use 

for their own operational initiatives and activities. 

 
Both Paasche (2019) and Strøm (2019) describes how they need to challenge TC to look outside the 

Trondheim-region and also focus on the national level. This especially because the entire nation needs 

to get better at commercialization (Paasche, 2019). To this Gressetvold answers that they need cluster 

cooperation within their cluster before they can start helping other clusters (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 

2019). NIC is aware that TC needs to grow in Trondheim first. However, this takes time and it is vital 

that NIC does not overestimate TC’s capabilities before they have created a foundation in the region. 

 
Summarized, NIC is confronted with the trade-off between the burden of bridging cognitive external 

knowledge sources and the need to streamline and lower the costs of internal embeddedness. Both 

too much and too little embeddedness is detrimental to learning and innovation (Boschma, 2005). 

There is a need for some, but not much, distance between actors or organizations in a cluster. This 

further supports NIC’s need to combine strong and bridging ties in order to attract and integrate new 

and diverse knowledge efficiently (Tiwana, 2008). 
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7. Discussion 

The analysis of this thesis offers insights on how social capital is integrated into NFH and TC on a 

micro, meso and macro level. Further, the relationship between NIC and the clusters was examined 

related to the creation and development of relations. Throughout this paper, it is found that NIC’s 

focus on social capital and terms such as trust and cooperation might not have been so vital for the 

development process of the two clusters, NFH and TC. While the development of NFH has benefited 

significantly from social capital and cooperative initiatives, it remains unknown how social capital 

may affect the further development of TC. However, due to the vertical structure of TC social capital 

may not be as important. Nevertheless, NIC’s purpose is, among other things, to increase and 

reinforce collaborative relations in the participating clusters. Due to this, the question arises whether 

it is possible to confirm that NIC affects the number of relations in the clusters. 

 
One of the most remarkable success factors of thriving clusters in Arena is the focus on and presence 

of valuable relations (Paasche, 2019). Due to this, one could expect that NIC will seek to focus on 

increasing and reinforcing these relations. The knowledge base for the cluster programs (Normann, 

Fosse, Isaksen, & Jakobsen, 2014) indicates the first step towards this focus. The report mentions the 

cluster’s resources and position as an essential selection criterion, and hence whether a cluster has a 

foundation that provides a basis for cooperation-based innovation and development. There is, in other 

words, an expectation that the accepted clusters have a focus on creating social capital and relations.   

 
 
Cluster Status enhances visibility and pride 
 
Norway, among other countries, has a strong cluster program addressing human capital and 

innovation issues connected to clustering (Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). Røtnes et 

al. (2017) describe how companies develop better knowledge of each other and search for new 

opportunities for cooperation on admission to the program. This leads the companies to identify more 

with each other than before, and a wish to develop new meeting places. This, in turn, leads to 

cooperation and the creation of new relations. While the number of cooperative projects increases, 

the companies develop pride in belonging to an acknowledged industry environment (ibid).  

 
NIC’s selection criteria concerning the cluster’s resources and position are NIC’s way of saying that 

the public authorities believe the admitted cluster to have a particularly strong potential for growth 

(Paasche, 2019). This positive attention is positively reflected on the cluster as the official status 
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contributes to an inner sense of pride, which in turn develops bonding ties and an interest in 

contributing to the cluster’s further development (Røtnes et al., 2017). 

 
NIC’s official cluster status has also made numerous clusters a great deal more visible than they were 

before they got the status. It is therefore clear that the participating companies have a very positive 

attitude towards participating in and utilizing organized gatherings and other projects related to the 

cluster (ibid). Research done by Jakobsen and Røtnes (2012) indicates that “most of the participating 

enterprises feel that the Arena project leads to increased mutual trust and a greater sense of 

community. In addition, two-thirds of the actors agreed or partially agreed that the project helped to 

discover synergies between the actors. In general, the participants believe that the relational effects 

resulting from the program are bigger than other types of effects”. The results are striking. When 

Røtnes et al. (2017) compared collaboration links before and after enrolment in a cluster, the 

collaboration between cluster firms in the same cluster doubled in the Arena projects. 

 
Thus, there is little doubt that the clusters in Arena get relational effects by being a part of NIC. 

However, is this just an effect of visibility and pride or are the program deliberately focusing on 

building relations through their program and cluster advisors? Enhanced visibility, identity, and pride 

will in return give immediate effects in the form of results and bonding ties. However, these effects 

will necessarily diminish over time. Maintenance of relations and cooperation is, therefore, a 

necessity. This maintenance depends on the initiated activities and processes being perceived as 

relevant for the clusters and their members, also in the long run (Røtnes et al., 2017).  

 
 
Does NIC enhance relations in the Arena-clusters?  

The question is whether NIC affects the relations in the clusters. Here, it is essential to distinguish 

between the effects resulting from cooperation in the clusters, and the effects of the cluster program. 

The program’s role is, i.e., to develop and strengthen the clusters’ network. This does not just concern 

specific collaboration processes and meetups but also stimulation of potential inter-firm relations and 

process-based trust. Hence, if NIC is to offer what they state that they are offering it is vital for them 

to work as boundary spanners to develop and reinforce the clusters’ relations.  

In addition to funding, the program offers professional services. One part of the professional services 

are networking services; “Develop and strengthen the clusters’ contact and collaboration with 
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external operators to develop the cluster.” Thus, NIC is to develop a network of relevant contacts and 

partners, with a visible profile (Røtnes et al., 2017). Røtnes emphasizes that “the most important thing 

is that the programme targets cluster mechanisms to promote knowledge transfers, increased 

interaction, collaboration, networking and learning” (ibid). Through this thesis, and other Norwegian 

cluster evaluations (Jakobsen & Røtnes, 2012; Røtnes et al., 2017), it came apparent that both NIC’s 

selection criteria and the choice of cluster administration/facilitators are essential for the development 

of relations, which, in turn, is vital for good results.  

As previously described, one of NIC’s selection criteria is whether a cluster has a foundation that 

provides a basis for cooperation-based innovation and development (Normann, Fosse, Isaksen, & 

Jakobsen, 2014). Hence, the chosen selection criteria have favored clusters which have established a 

basis for cooperation before they apply for the program. According to Jakobsen and Røtnes, it is more 

demanding to establish new and value-increasing cooperation processes when these processes are 

well established to start with (Jakobsen & Røtnes, 2012). This also makes it harder for NIC and the 

cluster advisors to do their job as boundary spanners to develop and reinforce weak ties. Are the 

efforts they make sufficiently? 

Bardalen (2019) emphasizes that the development of trust and the bonding- and bridging philosophy 

are essential tools in the cluster program and something they focus on. However, they might not be 

as good at the bridging philosophy as they ought to. According to Strøm (2019), these services are 

channeled to the clusters through meetups, gatherings, conferences, study tours, seminars, and so on. 

Nevertheless, NFH, with a great need for social capital, emphasize how they wish NIC would share 

their network further and that many of their connections have been made through personal relations 

and not bridged by NIC. Refvik and Saunes both state that this is an area where NIC should improve: 

“They need to share the network they are sitting on. We know the strategies and the industry, but how 

can we orient in their landscape? It has always been up to us to ask how we do this. We struggled a 

lot with this in the beginning; suddenly some opportunities had passed because we did not realize that 

this could be relevant to us” (Saunes & Refvik, 2019).  

However, what kind of help the clusters get from NIC seems to depend on the individual cluster 

advisor. Gressetvold and Ottesen describe their cluster advisor, Strøm, as a person who contributes 

to much competence around the cluster program and methodology. Strøm has observer status in TC’s 

board meetings and provides useful input concerning measures and more so that it is ensured that the 
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cluster operates under the umbrella of the cluster program (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). TC is a 

relatively young cluster and is to some degree unexperienced within the methodology and cluster 

program. In addition, TC may not need as much help with creating relations and social capital as their 

vertical structure does not require it. Thus, it seems like Strøm is helping TC in the areas needed to 

develop as cluster.  

NFH has had several cluster advisors over the years, and Refvik expresses how some individual 

cluster advisors have accelerated cooperative activities in the cluster due to their knowledge: “Our 

first cluster advisor had extensive competence around clusters and the methodology which was 

beneficial in the emerging cluster phase. He also had credibility with our members because of his 

knowledge. He was a specialist that gave us advice and made us understand how important the cluster 

methodology is. A business developer within, e.g., agriculture from Innovation Norway would not be 

comparable” (Saunes & Refvik, 2019). Saunes further express that that kind of help is not what they 

need in the phase they are in now: “Anne (Morseth) and Olav (Bardalen) has been very good for our 

current needs, and we can now benefit from their expertise. This is due to the help we got in the 

beginning” (ibid). Thus, what type of knowledge the cluster needs from NIC depends on where the 

cluster is in their lifecycle.  

 
Is the financial support what matters? 
 
Gressetvold and Ottesen (2019) express that the most important areas NIC deliver on is the 

methodology, the job as boundary spanners and financial support. They especially emphasize how 

NIC bring clusters together to transfer well-functioning methodology. On the other hand, Gressetvold 

express that every time they meet other clusters through NIC-gatherings is time they could have used 

developing their cluster: “If one had very much spare time, one could certainly have learned a lot 

from other clusters, but it depends how many days one can drop one’s operational initiatives and 

activities.” Gressetvold uses this statement to describe how they do not need any more help from NIC 

than the help they already get (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). 

Sölvell et al. (2003) observed that most cluster initiatives are dependent on public funding, and frail 

without it, although dependency can decline over time. Maybe the clusters apply for admission to 

NIC due to the financial support alone? Saunes and Refvik (2019) sometimes wonder what the 

clusters get out of being an Arena cluster except funding and finds that there is very little focus on 
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methodology and professional support from NIC. They describe how they use many tools, including 

tools on social capital, in workshops but that they have not come from NIC: “This is a toolbox we 

have created” (Saunes & Refvik, 2019).  

Most fundamentally, basic knowledge of clustering processes often lacks in policy-driven cluster 

programs (Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). Refvik (2019) state that knowledge of 

clustering processes should be a requirement as cluster advisor; “Those who try to be project 

managers from the industry without cluster knowledge have to go to school before they really 

understand what it is about and what a cluster really is. If I was NIC, I would set this requirement. 

Otherwise, they need to create programs and gatherings with different content.” Strøm (2019) adds 

to this by pointing out that brand new cluster advisors without knowledge about cluster processes 

may find it more difficult to suggest changes and methodology that works.  

Refvik further points out that NIC has an extensive focus on delivery in various areas and how the 

cluster got to those deliveries. She states that this is not necessarily a bad thing. However, Saunes 

emphasizes that she wish to see that NIC arrange workshops with the individual clusters to see if they 

are doing things right, instead of NFH always reporting and NIC giving thumbs up (ibid). The 

individual follow-up may make it easier for NIC to identify potential value increasing relations for 

each cluster. This will, in turn, lead to increased trust between the program and the clusters.    

Trust is an essential part of honest feedback (Winter, n.d.), and Saunes is afraid that not all clusters 

dare to give honest feedback on these issues due to lack of trust; “There is a difference between being 

a policy instrument and program management. Sometimes it should be more arranged for us as cluster 

management to really come up with the challenges we face without having to be afraid of losing the 

status and basic funding - I feel that this is missing a little”. Refvik agrees and adds: “I find that they 

are very open to feedback, but then there must be trust so that the clusters dare to give it, and that is 

not the case for everyone.” Thus, the fear of losing cluster status and basic funding may be a reason 

why clusters do not dare to give honest feedback. This fear can possibly lead the clusters into 

following the cluster advisors advice, even though the advice may not be the best solution. Hence, 

trust is an incredibly important part of the cooperation between the cluster advisors and the clusters. 

This trust may be increased if NIC tailors the program for each cluster to a greater extent.   
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Need for individual cluster facilitation  
 
As described, the only tool that NIC has to create relations and social capital through the program as 

of today is the meeting places (Strøm, 2019). The goal of these gatherings is to bridge the clusters in 

the NIC-regime and create cooperative relationships in and between the clusters. TC emphasizes that 

there is value in transfer on these gatherings: “They work in such a way that they build the clusters 

together in relation to transferring competence and knowledge” (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019).  

 
As previously analyzed, the program management in NIC occasionally challenge the cluster advisors 

in taking a bigger role in the clusters (Paasche, 2019). However, this is something the cluster advisors 

resist to some degree due to the negative feedback from some clusters regarding over-embeddedness 

(Bardalen & Morseth, 2019), even though some clusters want more individual follow-up (Saunes & 

Refvik, 2019). Hence, it does not seem like NIC tailor the program for each cluster. The cluster 

program needs to be aware of the different needs that arise with the different conditions and not 

generalize their involvement, i.e., while TC has a vertical structure with limited competition and a 

small need for social capital, NFH has a great need due to their horizontal structure. The awareness 

around the different cluster conditions and the individual tailoring is a necessity for NIC to succeed 

in bridging valuable relations. 

 
According to NFH, the program needs to be facilitated more individually for all the clusters (Saunes 

& Refvik, 2019) and arenas where they actually can talk to clusters with relevant knowledge should 

be organized. Saunes states that: “I have never been to a gathering, now through four years - twice a 

year at least, where the program facilitates for all the clusters. The event program is far too crowded 

so you will not find out how you can work with any of the other clusters even though they have 

created an arena for us to meet. There is not enough focus on actually meeting”. Hence, there is not 

a sufficient focus on building trust and relations between the clusters. 

 
NFH wishes more individual cluster follow-up from the cluster program. TC, on the other hand, state 

that today’s involvement from NIC is enough (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). These statements reflect 

the different needs of the clusters and prove the need for individual cluster facilitation. 
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Measuring the clusters’ capability to innovate - Focus on Collaboration, not Cooperation 
 
Today, NIC measure the clusters’ success on whether the companies in the cluster have increased 

value creation, and whether the companies have gained increased innovation capability. Paasche 

(2019) describes how they measure this by seeing if the clusters have increased their collaborative 

relations. Thus, NIC measures innovation capability by measuring traded relational capabilities. 

Relational capabilities capture a company’s ability to establish and manage collaborations (Lorenzen, 

2018).  

 
Innovation Norway has developed a small-scale survey targeting the members of the various cluster 

projects in NIC. The purpose of this is to map the companies that have established “new or enhanced 

existing collaborative relationships” (Røtnes et al., 2017). The survey has been conducted annually 

for the last three years (ibid). In the 2016 survey, the respondents reported an average of 13,6 new 

collaborative relationships as a consequence of cluster participation in the Arena-program.  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5 – Number of new collaborative relationships by cluster level, 2014-2016 (Røtnes et al., 2017) 

 
Paasche (2019) support the fact that it is difficult to measure and quantify what makes a successful 

cluster program, as the results of the data collected do not necessarily provide an accurate picture of 

actual capability (Phillips, 2011). Strøm (2019) points out that these measurements are too imprecise 

as they only count the reported collaborations. He thinks it could be an idea to measure how the team 

and the cluster conduct their innovation processes: “A large network may not be beneficial if you do 

not use it. You have to measure the company’s ability to execute - there are some who can make gold 

out of rocks and some that cannot. If you want to make gold, it is a lot about the ability you possess 

in contact with others and through cooperation” (ibid). 
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Saunes and Refvik (2019) add that they think it is a bit farfetched to use increased collaborative 

relationships as an indicator. Refvik points to the results and effect of projects across the seven bridges 

as a better measure for innovation capabilities. She adds that the clusters report results and impact on 

all the projects they conduct quarterly to NIC and that this says something about the capability to 

innovate. Saunes is on the other side uncertain whether it is possible to measure innovation capability 

through quantitative measures: “I think you have to measure it qualitatively. The effect is often 

learning and building a culture”. Paasche adds to this by stating that they have tried to hand out 

surveys to the clusters. However, there was no realism to this method: “We receive a too small amount 

of data, it is not credible. Currently, these are the two factors we have.” 

 
It is worth noting that NIC’s measuring method does not fully tell the extent to which NIC has affected 

the degree of cooperation in the clusters as the measurement does not include untraded 

interdependencies and collaboration without public support (Røtnes et al., 2017). Paasche sometimes 

wonders if they succeed with the program. However, she points out that they believe innovation in 

many ways is the result of people cooperating with people they usually do not work with and that the 

number of new collaborative relationships hence serve as an indication of the direction of changes 

resulting from the program (Paasche, 2019).  

 
Nevertheless, she further describes how it is particularly challenging to be precise as they do not 

measure all relations: “E.g., NFH has worked a lot towards Denmark and created a bridge towards 

the Danish cluster and everything that goes on there - how do you measure this? How do you measure 

the willingness to cooperate and that that social capital has become bigger and better? We are very 

concerned about these things, but it is terribly difficult to find good measurement indicators” (ibid). 

 
According to Innovation Norway’s surveys’ the number of collaborative relationships has increased 

after enrolment in a cluster project (Røtnes et al., 2017). However, it is hard to claim that the 

observed increase is a result of cluster participation. This especially as the survey does not include a 

control group of non-clustered firms, and do not include untraded inter-firm relations or 

collaborations without public support. A better measurement would be to measure all inter-firm 

relations. However, the approach of this measurement is widely unknown. 
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Implementing change  
 
With the implementation of NIC and in the years thereafter, several organizational changes have been 

made (Paasche, 2019). Røtnes et al. (2017) consider these changes to be a professionalization of the 

operation of the program and an efficiency improvement.  

 
Paasche is responsible for the future development of the program and describes: “The cluster advisors 

have had the responsibility for everything that has to do with daily follow-up and operation of the 

cluster. Now we are about to somehow flip it so that they also take part in the strategic and the more 

numerical follow-up of the clusters” (Paasche, 2019). She further expresses how they from now on 

will encourage more cluster to cluster collaboration and that this kind of collaboration can trigger 

more funding. Today, the interactions among the clusters and the cluster members are basically 

voluntary. This change may benefit clusters like NFH with a wish and a need for more social capital. 

However, NIC needs to be aware of potential over-embeddedness.  

 
If policy-makers display a disposition to become agents of change, they may be useful in 

strengthening relations in and towards a cluster (Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). NIC 

are now launching a learning platform for clusters where they try to standardize and gather some tools 

that the cluster advisors can use: “When I came into this program, it was emphasized that every cluster 

is different, and they are, but there are some common features, and we must be able to follow them 

up on some expected common trends regardless of industry and sector” (Paasche, 2019). By following 

up this way the cluster advisors may identify skills gaps, established training programs, and potential 

introductions to facilitate the development process of the clusters even more (Andersson, Serger, 

Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). Nevertheless, the importance of individual cluster facilitation remains as 

the cluster conditions differ significantly. 

 
On this basis, one could argue that NIC would benefit from creating a more supportive context by 

enhancing their boundary spanning to increase and reinforce relations and focus on social capital. 

Andersson et al. (2004) argue that policy-makers need to realize that this calls for mediating and 

coordinative role for policy. It is vital that the program starts to focus on all inter-firm relations, and 

not only the collaboration aspect. The interactions between actors will, in turn, build social capital 

and trust. However, this activity is time-consuming and requires organizational innovation and 

associative policy-making (Andersson, Serger, Sörvik, & Hansson, 2004). Nevertheless, this would 

create an influential baseline for new and reinforced inter-firm relations in the cluster program. The 
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policy-makers should hence stimulate their network and inter-firm relations to develop an arena in 

which companies and clusters exchange knowledge, socialize and learn to trust each other.  

 
As such, an improvement of NIC’s ability to engage in both strong and weak ties, with a focus on all 

inter-firm relations, and an awareness of different cluster conditions, will lead them to succeed in 

increasing and reinforcing relations in cluster projects. That way, NIC and the clusters will all be 

linked and strengthened by the existence of each other. 
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8. Conclusion 

This thesis has investigated whether NIC has a specific focus on increasing and reinforcing relations 

in cluster projects. The scope of the paper has been limited to NFH and TC to ensure depth and quality 

to the findings. By interviewing key representatives from NIC, NFH and TC, I have been able to 

analyze how social capital is present at macro, meso and micro level in NFH and TC, through 

Johnstad & Utter’s (2015) model “value creation through cooperation.” These findings enabled me 

to analyze whether the creation of relations in the clusters is affected by NIC. NIC’s focus on relations 

was analyzed through theories on trust and networks and by investigating NIC’s internal 

characteristics. 

In the first part of the analysis, it was found that NFH has grown to become a mature cluster much 

due to their focus on social capital. Due to their horizontal structure and the lack of industry structure, 

they were dependent on both bonding and bridging social capital in order to develop. This led to the 

conclusion that both bonding and bridging ties are vital for the development of horizontal clusters. 

TC, on the other hand, is a young vertical cluster in the development stage. It was found that bonding 

social capital is their focus at the moment. However, it is also important that they challenge 

themselves and create bridges to external knowledge sources in order to develop. Moreover, the 

vertical structure of the cluster proves it more natural to cooperate internally due to limited 

competition. Hence, there is a reason to believe that social capital is not as significant in TC and other 

clusters with a vertical structure, due to the lack of rivalry.  

Further, it was found that NFH’s social capital on a macro level indicates high competition and 

potential for innovation by using Porter’s diamond model (1990). On a meso level, there are positive 

effects between trust, reputation, and reciprocity which is positive for the cluster according to Ostrom 

(1998). Lastly, on the micro level, it was found that the cluster is totally dependent on individual 

“clusterpreneurs” as the dimensions of entrepreneurial ability, visions, initiatives, and leadership are 

central to the development of social capital. The focus on social capital in the cluster is highly present, 

as are the needs.  

TC is a very different cluster regarding the cluster conditions and has not the same need for social 

capital. Due to the limited competition in the vertical structure, the upgrading mechanisms (Reve & 

Sasson, 2012) was used in order to analyze the cluster’s social capital on a macro level. The members 

complement each other in the value chain. Hence, there is low pressure for innovation and a high 
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complementarity in the cluster. The knowledge distribution can also be considered high as the 

members dare to share valuable information as the actor groups are not direct competitors. The cluster 

has a focus on developing trust, reputation, and reciprocity on the meso level. However, due to their 

vertical structure, these institutions may not be as important. TC is also quite dependent on individual 

drivers on the micro level. Nonetheless, their focus on internal relations may lead to missed 

opportunities and knowledge. Hence, it is vital for them to include external relations in further 

development. The initial part of the analysis revealed that the need for social capital depends on the 

cluster conditions. 

The second part of the analysis examined how the relations in the two clusters are affected by NIC. 

The analysis found that even though NIC focuses on the bonding- and bridging-philosophy the 

program only focuses on creating characteristic-based trust through networking and not process-

based trust through teamwork. The program indirectly builds bonding ties by allowing the clusters to 

develop through the program. However, it is hard to say whether the bonding ties in the cluster would 

be the same if it were not for NIC. One of NIC’s deliveries is arenas where relations can be made. 

Nonetheless, they do not actively work as boundary spanners. The program facilitates the arenas 

while it is up to the clusters if they want to develop relations or not. 

Further, it was found that the social ties from NIC to the clusters are restricted due to a fear of over-

embeddedness. The cluster advisors have had some negative experiences when they have followed 

clusters up to closely. However, all clusters are individual, and it is crucial that NIC does not 

generalize the clusters due to some negative experiences. The cluster conditions are various, and it is 

vital that the program takes these conditions into account when following up on the clusters. It has 

become clear that NFH needs a different approach than TC due to the differences in the cluster 

conditions.  

This paper’s discussion revolved around whether NIC succeeds in increasing and reinforcing relations 

in the cluster projects. It was found that admission in NIC enhances visibility, identity, and pride 

which in turn lead to the clusters getting relational effects. However, these effects will necessarily 

diminish over time and maintenance is a necessity. NIC claim to maintain these relational effects 

through bonding and bridging ties and that these are effects that everyone in the cluster program and 

community is cooperating on between the lines. Regardless, it is found that NIC only has a specific 

focus on relational effects, cooperation or social capital on an individual level and not on a program 
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level. It is concluded that their efforts as a program are not sufficient and that they need to establish 

a specific strategy on how they should work as boundary spanners, based on the clusters’ conditions.  

Moreover, the discussion examined whether the clusters are a part of NIC solely for financial support. 

This is not possible to answer. However, it was found that there is a lack of methodology and 

professional support from NIC especially around cluster knowledge and that this is something the 

program should handle. It is further discussed how the clusters are afraid of facing NIC with these 

issues due to the lack of trust. This as they are afraid of losing funding and cluster status. It is 

concluded that this kind of trust can be developed through individual cluster facilitation and process-

based trust through teamwork. Furthermore, it became apparent that NFH wishes more individual 

adaption of the cluster program (Saunes & Refvik, 2019), while TC state that today’s involvement 

from NIC is sufficient (Gressetvold & Ottesen, 2019). This led to the conclusion that NIC might have 

overlooked the need for individual cluster facilitation due to different cluster needs. 

Overall, this thesis examined whether NIC succeeds in increasing and reinforcing relations in cluster 

projects. In order to succeed, it is vital for the cluster advisors to actively build trust and share their 

network through boundary spanning. It was concluded that NIC has a great focus on collaboration 

and that they affect the number of reported collaborative relations in the cluster project. However, 

focus on reported collaboration is not sufficient as it excludes untraded interdependencies and 

collaborations without public support. With this focus, it is hard to answer whether NIC succeeds in 

increasing and reinforcing relations in the clusters. However, they may improve significantly by 

distinguishing between clusters with different conditions, facilitate clusters individually and more 

actively use and share their network. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that the findings of this 

thesis are based on NFH and TC and that the results must be seen in light of the scope of research. 
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