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ABSTRACT: The goal of the paper is to examine the degree of congruence between cluster definition found
in the literature on the subject and the actual creative clusters operating in Poland. The author set out to
analyse the following features: cluster openness, whether goals of cooperation and common development
strategy have been defined, spatial concentration of the entities and the significance of geographical proximity,
as well as the relationship between cooperation and coopetition within clusters.

Openness of cluster structures was the only feature that has found clear confirmation in the conducted
direct survey. In the majority of cases, clusters increased the number of entities (cluster members). At the
same time, new entities were established in the cluster environment and with time have also become cluster
members. As for the remaining three features, no clear confirmation could be obtained. For example, only
5 out of the 17 analysed creative clusters had common development strategies.

KEY WORDS: creative industries, clusters, coopetition, cooperation, Poland
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1. Background

Contemporary development processes in cities are focused on the development of
internal potential based on creativity and innovation. The above leads to an increased
interest in the creative sector, i.e. creative activities such as advertising, publishing, film,
music, architecture, design and knowledge-intensive activities (KIAs) such as ICT, legal
and consulting services (Department... 2013). While the market position of KIAs has
already been well-established, the economic condition and prestige of creative activities
may cause more concern. The reason is that the merger of creative activities, includ-
ing in particular culture, with business still produces insufficient development stimuli.
Especially when the problem is analysed from the economic point of view, because the
social role of the sector is well noticed and undisputable.

In line with the new trends in the development of urban areas, various measures
have been taken to increase the position of creative industries in the economy. They
can take the form of central government support such as preferential VAT rates
or national support programmes for (selected) creative sectors. However, more
often they are local initiatives, such as exemption from a portion of rent charges
for entities located in selected neighbourhoods and active in selected industries or
setting up networks of creative cities. There is also cooperation between individual
entities active in creative industries aimed at strengthening their market position.
These entities establish networks, create strategic alliances, use outsourcing and
form clusters.

The present paper is devoted to clusters dedicated to creative industries. There are
currently about 20 clusters of the above type in Poland; while some are created, others
are wound up. Nevertheless, they still constitute a significant part of the total number
of clusters in the country, which is estimated at 130 (PARP 2018). It is worth noting that
none of the above clusters was selected as the Key National Cluster. Thus, the question
still remains whether Polish creative clusters will survive and if so, what will be their
real impact like on the economy of cities and regions.

The aim of the present paper is to present the results of a survey of creative clusters
to answer the question of whether creative clusters in Poland operate in accordance
with the idea of clustering described in the literature on the subject. To answer the
above question, the author examined the clusters’ attitude to common development
strategy, to their spatial concentration, as well as tried to determine how much open
they are. Another important goal was to determine the relationships between cluster
entities — whether they are based exclusively on cooperation or on coopetition? In view
of the conceptual approach to clustering, the above question is important, or maybe
even crucial.

The present paper consists of three basic parts. The first one is devoted to the concept
of industrial clusters, including creative clusters, as dealt with in the specialist literature.
The second part provides basic information about creative clusters in Poland. The third
part presents selected conclusions following from the author’s research.
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2. Creative cluster concept in the literature on the subject

The concept of clusters emerged at the interface of various research trends originat-
ing from several fields of science: economic, management and social sciences. The
problems of location in space were studied in classical theories and concepts of po-
litical economics (A. Smith, D. Ricardo), location theories by J. Thiinen, A. Weber or
A. Losch, theories of Swedish scholars such as G. Myrdal or in contemporary work of
location theorists (W. Isard and E.M. Hoover). However, the intellectual foundation of
the cluster concept is Marshall’s industrial district rooted in management sciences. The
above term was used to define a geographical concentration of enterprises operating
in a single or related industries, with the resulting effect of agglomeration based on the
flow of knowledge between the enterprises, creation of specialized production and ser-
vice factors and the emergence of a market of qualified labour force. The development
concepts proposed later based on location advantage and system approach built upon
and supplemented the above basic concepts. It is also worth noting that the concept
of location can also be found in social sciences. It was accompanying the research on
social capital (e.g. P. Bourdieu and R. Putnam).

M.E. Porter, his first works published in the 1990s, is regarded as the seminal
figure of contemporary cluster research. For example, in his work of 1998, the re-
searcher discussed four characteristic features of industrial clusters. Among them
are: geographical concentration of entities, interactions between them, common
development trajectories and coopetition. The above features can also be found,
although with a different distribution of emphasis, in the works of other authors
(among others Bathelt, Taylor 2002; de Berranger, Meldrum 2000; Gordon, McCann
2000; Gupta, Subramanian 2008; Rosenfeld 1997). In the literature on the subject,
there is a dominant positive image of a cluster as a structure benefitting from the
relationships of cooperation between its members. Clusters are presented as a spe-
cific form of spatial organization of industry and services, being the most mature
form of production organization from the point of view of its ability for sustainable
development. The most often mentioned cluster advantages are higher productiv-
ity being a result of diffusion of technological and organizational know-how and of
proximity of entities, higher innovation, faster growth, keeping/increasing competi-
tive advantage of the cluster or a growing number of jobs (e.g. Brodzicki et al. 2004;
Gorynia, Jankowska 2008; Mariussen 2001; Skawinska, Zalewski 2009; Sternberg
2001). However, the creation and functioning of clusters may also be accompanied
by threats. Among the weaknesses of cluster structures are: too narrow a specializa-
tion, threats resulting from simultaneous cooperation and competition, pressure for
quick results, which may lead to a greater stress laid on more spectacular, but not
necessarily sustainable effects. The literature on the subject also includes voices that
do not fully accept the idea of clusters. For example, in the opinion of Martin and
Sunley (2003) the cluster concept is too general and the definition lacks transparent
terminology and cause and effect explanation of the mechanism of its functioning.
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Also noteworthy is the lack of a widely accepted methodology of cluster research,
which results in significant discrepancies in the literature of the subject concerning
the number of members in the active clusters. Criticism also concerns the unclear
manner of formulation of the concept of geographical proximity (mentioned, among
others, by Martin, Sunley 2003, and Micek 2017) which in clustering is understood
very broadly.

Creative clusters are formed in a variety of creative environments with the participa-
tion of cultural institutions, private sector entities active in creative industries as well
as entities responsible for the commercialization of achievements, for educational
activities, for research and development, and for the business environment. Venture
capital institutions participating in the financing of innovative projects also play a role
here. Larger cultural centres or universities can act as hubs, especially in Marshallian or
state-anchored clusters (according to the classification by A. Markusen (1996)). At the
same time, the composition of a cluster may change over time, e.g. due to the absorption
of entities from the environment (e.g. Drake 2003; Gibson, Kong 2005).

International literature includes a host of studies on creative clusters. There is an
especially large number of papers describing in detail a single creative cluster (e.g. the
natural history film-making cluster in Bristol (Bassett et al. 2002)), video games cluster
in Montreal (Darchen, Tremblay 2015) or a creative cluster in rural Cornwall (Harvey
etal. 2012). However, what attracts attention in review articles is the varying scope cov-
ered by the research. Some of the works are devoted to one country (e.g. Chapain et al.
2010), the area of the European Union (e.g. ESPON 2011) or one city only (e.g. Heebels,
Van Aalst 2010; Landry 2000; Pratt 2008). In geographical terms, it is worth noting that
creative clusters are most often located in central districts of large cities and metropoli-
tan areas, or in a larger area of inner-city districts. The reason for the above is that the
leading cultural institutions, local government agencies and other resources (including
infrastructure) are also located in such areas, all of which are factors contributing to
the development of the creative sector.

3. Creative clusters in Poland

Statistics on the overall number of industrial clusters in Poland differ, which is due
to the dynamics of the phenomenon. Initially, clusters were primarily bottom-up initia-
tives. Currently, a greater role is attributed to the authorities at the regional level. The
inflow of EU subsidies was of great importance in this respect (e.g. under the Innova-
tive Economy Operating Programme: Measure 5.1. Support for development of co-
operative relations of supra-regional importance), which resulted in a sudden sprouting
of artificial clusters, unlike natural clusters which emerge spontaneously, based on the
existing resources. A sudden increase in the number of newly-established clusters in
Poland was observed in 2007-2013. For example, in 2006 Bojar and Bis counted 44,
Hotub-Iwan and Matachowska two years later (2008) — 56, and Polish Agency for
Enterprise Development (PARP 2012) showed 212 clusters. However, after 2012, this
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trend has changed and the number of clusters is gradually decreasing. When the EU
funding stopped, some of them closed down their business activity as they failed to
develop their own independent ways to build market presence. The report of PARP
(2018) mentions 130 active clusters, of which over 60% are young clusters initiated after
2011. Such a short history is insufficient to achieve desired results. The largest number
of clusters has been identified in the ICT sector, power engineering, construction and
in the medical sector. A significant number of clusters can also be found in the metal
industry, tourist sector and business services sector.

An important role in the functioning of each cluster is played by the facilitator —
a person or an institution that facilitates cooperation in the cluster. At the initial stage
of development of the cluster initiative, the facilitator’s role is most often focused on soft
activities related to motivating (potential) cluster members to start common activities.
This role comes down to streamlining the process of information flow and to building
trust in the structure as a whole as well as in its individual members. Over time, the role
of the facilitator takes on a more business-like character and focuses on the utilization
and strengthening of the cluster’s competitive advantages.

Studies of creative clusters published on the Polish market can generally be divided
into two groups: articles including analyses of the phenomenon on a micro scale (usu-
ally single case studies — e.g. Dyba 2016; Jankowska 2012; Polko, Wrana 2009; Stepien
and others 2012) and publications (whose number is significantly larger) discussing
creative clusters in general. The authors of this type of studies have analysed creative
clusters from various angles. For example, in their study of 2013, D. Szymariska and S.
Sroda-Murawska conducted an analysis of spatial concentration of creative sector enti-
ties in Poland, using the location quotient (LQ). The authors identified areas offering
favourable conditions for setting up clusters (Sroda-Murawska, Szymarnska 2013). In
his papers, S. Olko deals with management in clusters and creative networks (e.g. Olko
2015). B. Jankowska focuses on the processes of internationalization of creative clusters
(e.g. Jankowska, G6tz 2017). In turn, the study by Bialic-Davendra et al. is an example
of an article devoted to creative industry clusters in Poland against the background of
Central and Eastern Europe (Bialic-Davendra et al. 2016). However, the conditions for
the development of creative clusters and following the direction of their changes are
a multi-faceted problem. Considering the growing (especially in large cities) number
of entities in the field of creative activity, further interest in cluster structures could
be expected. Clusters are most often created among entities of a similar industry that
previously had mutual contacts with each other. And while undertaking cooperation
within the cluster, they would like to increase the range of impact, establish coop-
eration with R&D or expand cooperation with the local/regional government. On the
other hand, after talks with facilitators, it seems that clusters in Poland have adopted
a wait-and-see attitude towards the European Commission’s decisions regarding cluster
policy. If the new budget for 2021-27 is not very favourable to clustering, the number
of such structures will probably decrease significantly. In addition, clusters encounter
numerous barriers (some of them are listed in Figure 1), which often stop the cluster’s
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development, such as lack of interest from local governments or dependence on ex-
ternal funding.?

4. Direct survey of creative clusters in Poland

4.1. Aim and research method

The aim of the study was to determine the extent to which the surveyed creative
clusters correspond to the definition of a cluster. An attempt was made to define the
clusters’ approach to the joint development strategy and to geographical concentration
and, at the same time, to establish the degree of openness of the structures. Determining
the relationships between entities in the cluster was also important.

The research results presented in this study come from direct surveys carried
out among facilitators of creative industry clusters operating in Poland. The survey
was conducted in the autumn of 2018. After an initial telephone call announcing
the conducted research, the facilitators filled out a special survey form containing
20 open- and close-ended questions. The questions concerned, among others, motives
for establishing cluster structures, barriers to their functioning, internal and external
connections, introduced innovative solutions or range of impact. Responses were col-
lected from the coordinators of 17 clusters, for which creative industries were the only
or one of several types of business activity. The analysed clusters were established in
2006-2015, with the biggest number created in 2011-2013. With the current number
of entities working in the subject clusters ranging from 4 to 95 and in most cases this
number has been steadily increasing since it was founded. Design and culture were
the objects most frequently indicated by the respondents. The remaining clusters of
the above type that are mentioned in various reports and statistics no longer exist.
Only in the case of the Creative Industries Cluster from Szczecin, no clear answer
has been obtained regarding whether the cluster still exists. The cluster’s facilitator
evaded giving a direct answer. Assuming that the cluster exists, the result would be
18 clusters based on creative industries, of which the 17 listed below (Table 1) took
part in the survey.

4.2. Creative clusters in Poland and theoretical cluster structures —
a comparative approach

The author focused on these conclusions and thoughts following from the study,
which allow answering the important question: Bearing in mind the classical concept of
an industrial cluster, are the observed relationships of the network or cluster character?
It follows from the literature review, whose sample items are mentioned above, that
networks and clusters are characterized by both similarities and differences. Voluntary

2 The author developed the conditions for cluster development, including stimulating factors and factors
limiting their functioning in another article (Namyslak 2019).
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involvement is a common feature in both network and cluster structures. Another
similarity is the independence of entities in economic and legal terms and investments
in creating relationships between entities, with these relationships — as the facilitators
have claimed — being the subject of special meetings and debates financed from the
cluster’s common funds. The purpose of cluster promotion was served by various forms
of participation in national and international fairs. A joint online webpage was also set
up to create and strengthen information channels. The literature on the subject also
mentions the transfer of resources between entities in networks and clusters. Human
capital is among the principal resources of business entities. The present research
proved that the flow of employees did take place, especially in the later period of func-
tioning of some clusters. It was not planned and not all facilitators were happy about
the fluid boundaries between the entities. Resources can also be understood as prod-
ucts or raw materials. However, in this respect, the existing connections were weak.
The facilitators’ answers showed a clear prevalence of intangibles in the flows within
the clusters over the flows of products/semi-products or raw materials. Generally,
the weakness of the above flows is a sign of the pursuit of maximum independence in
terms of connections while leveraging other advantages that can be offered by a cluster
structure. However, a joint dependence of entities on the resources controlled by other
entities was observed (which is consistent with the literature on the subject), especially
in the case of hub-and-spoke (1) and state-anchored (2) clusters.

According to the specialist literature, the above-mentioned features should be com-
mon for networks and clusters. Apart from them, there are also features that make both
structures different. Among such features is openness of membership in the structure.
Networks are by definition closed structures, while clusters are open ones. An analysis
of changes in the number of entities constituting the subject clusters since their in-
ception has shown that in most cases the above criterion was met. In 10 out of the 17
clusters the number of member entities was systematically growing until the current
number (14-95 entities). In six clusters, the number was constant from the beginning
and in one case it decreased. At the same time, in three clusters new entities were es-
tablished that joined the cluster. However, this phenomenon was noticed only in the
case of clusters which in addition to creative industries also specialize in other areas,
such as the IT sector, printing and tourism. And the above were the areas in which the
newly-created entities were active; hence, they did not represent creative industries.

Another feature making clusters different from networks is the definition of the
objective of cooperation, which for networks is strictly business, while in a cluster it is
a broader concept encompassing an entire strategy of functioning on the market. The
survey showed that only five of the analysed creative clusters had agreed on common
development strategies. Some respondents also said that for a long time their clusters
had not even had any stated target or scope of cooperation defined. It was the lack of
a common development strategy that made two facilitators hesitant about taking part
in the study. They were aware of the need to implement common strategies in accor-
dance with the cluster’s idea, but — as they claimed — there was no agreement within
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the cluster on joint strategic decisions (Figure 1). In some cases, the discussions on
joint development strategies exacerbated the conflict of interest between companies.

members’ unwillingness to pay membership fees
end of external funding (e.g. from the EU)
unsuccessful attempts to obtain funding
unwillingness to share business knowledge
unwillingness to share technological knowledge
rare participation in training sessions/workshops

lack of people willing to serve as cluster facilitators

Barriers

lack of influence on the entity’s performance
gradual resignation from activity in the cluster
lack of interest from the local government
differences of opinion on strategic issues
differences of opinion on organizational issues
disappointment with the results of cluster activities

others

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18
Number of clusters

Il strongly agree Il somewhat agree hard to say Il somewhat disagree Il strongly disagree
Fig. 1. Barriers to the functioning of creative clusters in Poland

Source: own study.

Another important differentiating feature is the approach to geographical distance
between entities within the structure. Networks are characterized by a lack of territo-
rial restrictions. Geographic proximity does not matter. Clusters, on the other hand,
are characterized by spatial concentration of entities and thus by greater importance
of geographic proximity. The author initially assumed that the geographical distance
between entities is significant for the intensity of the flow of knowledge and tech-
nologies in the cluster. In accordance with the idea of clustering, it seemed that such
a dependence would be observed. It turned out, however, that no such relationship
exists. Knowledge flows were indicated by 15 out of the 17 clusters, including both
clusters located within one municipality and those separated by distances exceeding
100 km. Only two facilitators responded that there were no knowledge flows in their
clusters. Interestingly, these were clusters whose members were located very close
to one another, even in the same city. The flow of technology occurred only in two
clusters concentrated in one city or in several neighbouring cities. The above leads to
the conclusion that knowledge flows in the analysed clusters occurred regardless of
the distance between entities, while the flows of technology occurred so rarely that
it is difficult to talk about any dependencies. Confirmation of the above conclusions
can be found in other responses given by the facilitators. They were asked whether the
intensity of cooperation (in general) between entities in the cluster was dependent on
the geographical distance between them. And also in this case, the answers were am-
biguous. Eight of the seventeen respondents said that a small distance between entities
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is important for the intensity of links between them (strongly agree — 6 indications,
somewhat agree — 4 indications). The facilitators of 5 clusters said that there was not
any such relationship (strongly disagree — 1, somewhat disagree — 4). The remaining
facilitators were not able to reply to this question. Nevertheless, the answers obtained
do not allow concluding that the intensity of connections is a function of geographical
distance between entities.

Another issue is the approach to cooperation between entities. In networks, work-
ing relationships are based on cooperation, while in clusters — on cooperation and
competition. As it turns out, coopetition (simultaneous cooperation while maintaining
elements of competition between entities) is quite a rare phenomenon. Statements
about this issue were generally pessimistic. In one of them the respondent said that
the Polish economy is not yet ripe for coopetition, that companies prefer to act on
their own because they do not trust one another, that some companies attract em-
ployees of other companies from the cluster and in such a situation it is difficult to
form a real partnership. When asked about the relationship between cooperation and
competition in the cluster, three clusters pointed to a balance, four to the dominance
of cooperation, two to the dominance of competition, and as many as eight facilitators
were not able to answer this question. The lack of facilitators’ answers to this question
was mainly the result of the existence of various relationships in the cluster which
are difficult to be averaged and summarized in a single sentence. Clusters are based
on social values that are associated with trust in the sphere of public activity. While
synergy effects in the cluster can bring multifaceted benefits to all cluster members
(in accordance with the win-win principle), networks are focused exclusively on in-
creasing profits and sales.

5. Final conclusions

The present study aimed to present these features illustrating the functioning of cre-
ative clusters in Poland, which can help determine whether all clustering criteria — in
accordance with the literature on the subject — have been met. The author decided to
look at the following issues: openness of the cluster, definition of the aim of coopera-
tion and of a common development strategy, spatial concentration of entities and the
importance of geographic proximity, as well as at the relationship between cooperation
and competition in the clusters. The only feature that definitely found confirmation
in the study was openness of clusters which in most cases increased the number of
members. At the same time, new entities were established in the cluster environment
which with time were also becoming cluster members. However, in the case of the
remaining three features, their presence cannot be unequivocally confirmed (Table 2).
Joint development strategies were pursued by only 5 out of the 17 analysed creative
clusters. Only eight facilitators stated that proximity between entities contributed to
the intensity of relationships between them, and the intensity of knowledge or tech-
nology flows in the cluster was not dependent on the distance between the entities.
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The task that turned out to be the most difficult was finding an answer to the question
of relationship between cooperation and competition in a cluster — three clusters
indicated a balance between cooperation and competition, four declared there was
more cooperation, and two said there was more competition. As many as eight facili-
tators were unable to answer this question. At the same time, the comments of some
of the facilitators included critical remarks about the idea of clustering. For example,
some of them said that the Polish economy was not yet ready for coopetition and that
companies preferred to act on their own. Where there is a significant difference in the
approach to business activity and no intention to run a joint activity, there can hardly
be any coopetition to speak of.

Table 2
Congruence of features of the analysed creative clusters with cluster features
described in the literature on the subject
Congruence with the analysed
Cluster feature in accordance with specialist literature creative clusters
yes no hard to say

Open membership x
Definition of common development strategy x
Geographical concentration of entities; significance N
of geographical proximity
Working relationship in the cluster based on coopetition x

Source: own study.

The presented results are another contribution to the research on clusters in Poland,
including in particular creative clusters, although the study has not explicitly confirmed
the compatibility between cluster image in the literature and the real situation of cre-
ative clusters. However, in the opinion of the author, it is the above lack of compatibility
that is worth studying in depth. Maybe it is typical of more clusters in Poland? In the
future, the author plans to conduct a more detailed analysis of the links within creative
clusters and to define an optimum cluster model for the entire creative sector from the
point of view of its further development.
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