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1. Executive Summary 
 

The following report presents the results of the 

cluster benchmarking analysis of Council of Slo-

vak Exporters. It is based on an interview with 

Lukáš Parízek which was conducted on Sep-

tember 2nd, 2021 by Katarina Ruzickova from 

Slovak Innovation and Energy Agency (SIEA). 

 

A detailed analysis of the retrieved data along 

the six dimensions 1) structure; 2) governance; 

3) strategy; 4) financing; 5) activities and ser-

vices; and 6) contacts and interaction with rele-

vant stakeholders is provided in Chapter 3.  

 

The analysis is preceded by a short introduction 

of the benchmarking methodology, its underly-

ing indicators and the composition of the rele-

vant comparative portfolios (Chapter 2). 

A discussion of insights and lessons learnt dur-

ing ESCA’s ten years of doing cluster assess-

ments including cluster-related policy advice is 

provided in ANNEX I. 

 

The report also features an evaluation of the 

cluster organisation’s readiness for applying for 

a “Cluster Management Excellence Label 

GOLD – Proven for Cluster Excellence” (AN-

NEX II) 

 

The following table captures the results of the 

assessment at a glance. It is complemented by 

customised recommendations for improving the 

performance of the cluster management. 

 

 

 Results 
 

Table 1 summarises the assessment findings 

and provides an overview of strategic areas 

where the cluster management already fulfils 

relevant quality standards and where actions for 

improvement are recommended.1  

 

The findings that are provided in the table are 

colour-coded along the following categorisation:  

 

 GREEN: Excellent performance level. Only 

minor improvements are - if at all – possible; 

 YELLOW: Reasonable performance level. 

Potential for improvement; 

 RED: Certain criteria for good practice in 

cluster management are not met. ESCA 

recommends considering this issue for im-

provement.  

The three categories have been defined on the 

basis of ESCA’s ten years’ experience on clus-

ter management, as well as on the basis of the 

quality indicators defined within the European 

Cluster Excellence Initiative (see Annex II). 

 

The table is complemented by customised rec-

ommendations for improving the performance 

of the cluster management (Chapter 1.2). 

  

                                                 
1 Benchmarking is a self-assessment and cannot be com-

pared to an evaluation. Results are based on information 

provided by the cluster manager to an external bench-
marking expert. They have not been fully verified. 
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Table 1: Benchmarking results 

 

5Number of Cluster Participants per Employee (FTE) of the Cluster Management Organisation 

FTE Green Yellow Red 

1 Max. 20 cluster participants in total 21-50 >50 cluster participants in total 

2 Max. 50 51-110 >110 

3 Max. 90 91-180 >180 

4 Max. 140 141-260 >260 

5 Max. 200 201-350 >350 

6 Max. 270 271-450 >450 

7 Max. 350 351-560 >560 

8 Max. 440 441-680 >680 

  

 GREEN  YELLOW   RED   

STRUCTURE  

Age of the Cluster Management Or-
ganisation (3.1.1) 

More than 4 years old Between 2 and 4 years 
old 

Less than 2 years old 

Legal form of the Cluster Manage-
ment Organisation (3.1.2) 

Foundation / Registered 
association / Limited lia-
bility company 

Any other legal form No legal form 

Composition of the Cluster Member-
ship (Committed Participants) (3.1.4) 

More than 70 % coming 
from industry (enter-
prises of different sizes) 

AND  

At least one research 
and one educational or-
ganisations 

AND  

At least one of the cate-
gory “others”  

More than 50 % coming 
from industry  

AND  

At least one type of re-
search and / or educa-
tional organisation 

 

Less or equal 50 % com-
ing from industry  

OR 

No research or educa-
tional organisation 

Clear Focus in terms of: Sector or 
Technology or Application/Market 

Thematic focus Unclear focus  No focus on specific sec-
tor, technology, or appli-
cation/market 

Geographical Concentration of the 
Cluster Participants (Committed Par-
ticipants) (3.1.5) 

More than 70 % within a 
distance of 150 km from 
the headquarters or any 
regional office  

50-70 % within a dis-
tance of 150 km of the 
headquarters or any re-
gional office  

Less than 50 % within a 
distance of 150 km of the 
headquarters or any re-
gional office  

Utilisation of Regional Growth Poten-
tial (3.1.6) 

The cluster has a satisfy-
ing regional coverage in 
terms of membership or 
maximal potential is al-
ready reached. (Sector III 
of the graph) 

The cluster has an at 
least good regional cov-
erage of its participants 
and/or has experienced 
significant growth in the 
last 24 months. It is as-
sumed that growth dy-
namic of the past will 
continue in the near fu-
ture. (Sector II of the 
graph) 

The cluster has potential 
for further growth in terms 
of participants. There is 
still a high amount of part-
ners in the region who are 
not committed to the clus-
ter work. The cluster 
would certainly benefit 
from an increased partici-
pation of regional actors. 
(Sector I of the graph) 

MANAGEMENT, GOVERNANCE, STRATEGY, FINANCING 

Level of Governance: Cluster Man-
ager in place / Clear Definition of the 
Roles of the Cluster Management 
Team / Implementation of a Govern-
ing Body / Degree of Involvement of 
the Cluster Participants in the Strate-
gic Decision Making (3.2.2) 

Strong Moderate Weak 

Number of Committed Cluster Par-

ticipants per employee (FTE) of the 
Cluster Management Organisation 
Team (3.2.3) 

Appropriate (see Table5) Moderate (see Table5) Insufficient (see Table5) 

Number of Committed and Non-
Committed Cluster Participants per 

Employee (FTE) of the Cluster Man-
agement Organisation Team (3.2.3) 

Appropriate (see Table5) Moderate (see Table5) Insufficient (see Table5) 
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 GREEN  YELLOW   RED   

Human Resource Competences and 
Development in the Cluster Manage-
ment Organisation (3.2.6) 

Higher than the average 
value of clusters in the 
same technology area OR 
higher than the average 
value of clusters of the 
excellence portfolio 

Any other answer in be-
tween 

Below the average value 
of clusters in the same 
technology area AND 
below the average value 
of clusters of the excel-
lence portfolio 

Number of Personal Contacts be-
tween Cluster Management Team 
and Participants (3.2.7) 

Appropriate Moderate Insufficient 

Number of Personal Contacts be-
tween Cluster Participants (3.2.8) 

Appropriate Moderate Insufficient 

Strategic and Operational Planning 
(3.4.1) 

Fully documented cluster 
strategic and operational 
planning, including regu-
lar updating processes 
based on a systematic 
monitoring approach 

Any other answer No documented strategy 
or no strategy at all 

Financial Sustainability of the Cluster 
Management Organisation (3.3.2) 

Secured in the long term Secured in the short and 
medium term  

Critical / very critical 

Readiness for Internationalisation 
(3.4.4) 

Higher than the average 
value of clusters in the 
same technology area 
OR higher than the av-
erage value of clusters 
of the excellence portfo-
lio 

Any other answer in be-
tween 

Below the average value 
of clusters in the same 
technology area AND be-
low the average value of 
clusters of the excellence 
portfolio 

SERVICES AND ACTIVITIES 

Community Building (3.5.1) 3 out of 4 service inten-
sities above average of 
clusters in the same 
technology area 

Value in between 3 out of 4 service intensi-
ties below average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Location Branding (3.5.2) 3 out of 4 service inten-
sities above average of 
clusters in the same 
technology area 

Value in between 3 out of 4 service intensi-
ties below average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Research, Development & Innovation 
(3.5.3) 

4 out of 6 service intensi-
ties above average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Value in between 4 out of 6 service inten-
sities below average of 
clusters in the same 
technology area 

Business Development (3.5.4) 4 out of 6 service inten-
sities above average of 
clusters in the same 
technology area 

Value in between 4 out of 6 service intensi-
ties below average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Development of Human Resources 
(3.5.5) 

3 out of 4 service intensi-
ties above average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Value in between 3 out of 4 service intensi-
ties below average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Development of Entrepreneurship 
(3.5.6) 

2 out of 3 service intensi-
ties above average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Value in between 2 out of 3 service inten-
sities below average of 
clusters in the same 
technology area 

Supporting Policy Development 
(3.5.7) 

3 out of 4 service inten-
sities above average of 
clusters in the same 
technology area 

Value in between 3 out of 4 service intensi-
ties below average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Internationalisation activities (3.5.8) 4 out of 6 service intensi-
ties above average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 

Value in between 4 out of 6 service intensi-
ties below average of 
clusters in the same tech-
nology area 
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ACHIEVEMENTS AND RECOGNITION  

Number of General External Re-
quests for Cooperation received by 
the Cluster Management Organisa-
tion (3.6.2) 

Large number of exter-
nal cooperation re-
quests 

Moderate number of  ex-
ternal cooperation re-
quests 

No external cooperation 
request 

Media Visibility (3.6.4) High visibility Any answer in between No visibility 

Effects on R&D Activities of specific 
Cluster Participants (3.6.5) 

For at least 2 “participants 
classes” effects are 
higher than for the aver-
age of clusters in the 
same technology area OR 
clusters in the excellence 
portfolio 

Value in between For all “participants 
classes” 3 of 4 values 
are below the average 
values of the clusters in 
the same technology 
portfolio 

Effects on Business and/or Commer-
cial Activities of specific Cluster Par-
ticipants (3.6.7) 

For at least 2 “partici-
pants classes” effects 
are higher than for the 
aver-age of clusters in 
the same technology 
area OR clusters in the 
excellence portfolio 

Value in between For all “participants clas-
ses” 3 of 4 values are be-
low the average values of 
the clusters in the same 
technology portfolio 

Effects on the International Activities 
of the cluster participants (3.6.9) 

3 out of 5 “participants 
classes” are effected in 
a higher degree than the 
average of clusters in 
the same technology 
area OR clusters in the 
excellence portfolio  

Value in between For all “participants clas-
ses” 4 of 5 values are be-
low the average values of 
the clusters in the same 
technology portfolio 
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 Recommendations 
 
Based on the above findings, ESCA recom-

mends implementing the following customised 

actions to improve the Cluster Management Or-

ganisation’s performance towards excellence. 

The recommendations, however, should be 

adapted to the individual context of the Cluster 

Management Organisation as certain results 

might be due to specific circumstances, strate-

gic considerations or political constraints. 

 

 

 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE CLUSTER  

Age of the Cluster Management Organisation (3.1.1): 

The Cluster Management Organisation is still quite young. This is not a weakness itself, but in general a maturity of at least 

four years is necessary in order to avoid typical “freshman mistakes” and to gain sustainable stability and recognition. Thus, it 

is recommended to establish contacts with mature Cluster Management Organisations to learn from their experiences. The 

cluster could be active in the same technology area, but as well insights into approaches to cluster management from other 

technology areas might be useful.  

MANAGEMENT, GOVERNANCE, STRATEGY, FINANCING 

Human Resource Competences and Development in the Cluster Management Organisation (3.2.6) 

The cluster management and other staff of the Cluster Management Organisation are continuously exposed to new chal-

lenges. The requirements of how to successfully manage a cluster have changed over time. An internal human development 

concept and continuous learning and training of the cluster management team are important elements of a successful cluster 

management. This might help provide the staff with relevant up-to-date knowledge and experience. An analysis of the staff’s 

training needs supports the development of such a concept. Measures for training of the cluster management team should 

be implemented on a regular basis supported by a sufficient budget. International work experience and language skills are 

also relevant criteria. Investing in the knowledge and management competences of the staff will pay off soon through better 

services and tailor-made support of the cluster participants. 

Financial Sustainability of the Cluster Management Organisation (3.3.2) 

The cluster management needs to run on a sustainable financial basis in order to be able concentrate on its mandate. With-

out such a sustainable financial basis the cluster management has to spend a lot of resources on fundraising. These re-

sources are not available for the development and provision of services for the cluster participants. Stakeholders and key 

actors from industry, academia and of public authorities should be well aware of the financial situation of the cluster manage-

ment and should be involved in securing funding. The development of fee-based services might be a solution. The identifica-

tion of new financial sources should be combined with an internal strategy process. Many Cluster Management Organisa-

tions were established with significant public support. As public support is mostly limited in time it is crucial for a cluster man-

agement to tap other sources of financing. The substitution of public funding by private means over time can indicate good 

cluster management practises as products and services are sold to cluster participants or other parties.   
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SERVICES AND ACTIVITIES 

Research, Development and Innovation (3.5.3) 

Collaborative technology development, technology transfer or R&D activities with or without third party funding are some of 

the objectives of the Cluster Management Organisation’s work. As the range of services in this service category and/or the 

intensity of them are lower than the average of the comparative portfolios, it is recommended to implement a broader range 

of tailor-made services or to run existing services with a higher intensity. This might also include the acquisition of third party 

funding. Such actions should be based on an analysis of the participants’ needs in close cooperation with the potential bene-

ficiaries. 

Development of Entrepreneurship (3.5.6) 

The development of entrepreneurship is one of the objectives of the Cluster Management Organisation’s work. As the range 

of services in this service category and/or the intensity of them are lower than the average of the comparative portfolios, it is 

recommended to implement a broader range of tailor-made services or to run existing services with a higher intensity. Such 

actions should be based on an analysis of the participants’ needs in close cooperation with the potential beneficiaries. 

ACHIEVEMENTS AND RECOGNITION 

Effects on R&D Activities (3.6.5) 

Regarding the design of the services provided and the activities taking place within the cluster initiative, more emphasis 

should be paid on generating (positive) effects on the level of the single committed cluster participants. Using the individual 

discussion and/or surveys with/among the committed cluster participants, possible effects the R&D Activities could be deter-

mined. Based on this services can be designed and conducted. In due time it should be analysed whether the expected ef-

fects can be observed.. 
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2. Cluster Excellence Benchmarking 
 

ESCA defines clusters as networks of compa-

nies and research/education institutions (includ-

ing universities, schools, private research and 

development organisations, etc.) that have a the-

matic focus, are regionally concentrated, institu-

tionally organised and managed by a cluster 

manager or a cluster management team (the so-

called Cluster Management Organisation). The 

cluster may also include other actors such as 

public agencies.  

 

The Cluster Management Organisation is a man-

agement agency that coordinates the activities of 

the participants within the cluster. The Cluster 

Management Organisation is mandated by the 

cluster participants to represent the cluster, both 

internally and externally, and to develop and im-

plement activities that support the development 

of the cluster and generate added value for each 

of the participants. 

 

Many countries have developed cluster policies 

and programmes to enhance the impact of re-

search and innovation. Clusters provide govern-

ments with a strategic opportunity to address so-

cial and economic challenges through business 

development and innovation support pro-

grammes.  

 

Cluster management excellence is considered 

as one of the most promising approaches to in-

crease the contribution of clusters to sustainable 

economic development and successfully ad-

dress megatrends such as digitalisation, energy 

efficiency or social innovation. 

 

In this context, the European Commission and 

cluster policy makers in various countries en-

courage Cluster Management Organisations to 

take part in the cluster benchmarking in order to 

promote cluster management excellence and 

mutual learning by comparing Cluster Manage-

ment Organisations in Europe and even beyond. 

The benchmarking directly addresses managers 

and staff of the Cluster Management Organisa-

tions. Benefits for them are new insights and 

findings presented in this report, which can pro-

mote cluster management excellence and the 

quality of cluster services for participating enter-

prises and further stakeholders. 

 

ESCA thereby draws on data of more than 1,100 

benchmarked Cluster Management Organisa-

tions from various technology areas and coun-

tries, as highlighted in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Total number of benchmarked Cluster Management Organisations since October 2010, including their related 
technology areas and countries of origin. 
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AUS 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

AUT 0 1 1 0 2 1 1 2 0 0 0 1 1 2 0 0 12

BEL 1 0 3 2 1 2 2 3 1 0 1 0 2 1 0 0 19

BGD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 3

BGR 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 4 0 1 1 2 0 5 1 0 15

BIH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

CAN 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 2

CHE 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 3

COL 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 3

CYP 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

CZE 1 0 3 0 4 0 2 3 0 0 0 1 2 6 1 1 24

DNK 3 1 4 11 15 7 8 5 1 3 0 2 2 7 0 3 72

ESP 4 6 9 10 16 19 9 13 7 5 1 8 5 16 6 8 142

EST 1 0 3 0 1 0 3 3 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 14

FIN 0 0 0 3 6 2 1 1 0 1 1 0 2 1 0 1 19

FRA 4 1 3 7 11 10 9 8 2 5 5 4 7 5 3 8 92

GBR 0 0 0 3 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 9

GEO 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3

GER 9 8 5 10 24 8 17 20 10 1 25 17 11 23 2 3 193

GRC 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 5

GRD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

HRV 0 0 0 1 2 3 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 7 0 1 16

HUN 0 2 3 1 6 1 2 8 1 0 0 1 0 6 0 2 33

IND 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1

IRL 0 0 0 1 2 1 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 9

ISL 0 0 0 1 2 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 3 10

ITA 3 1 5 2 8 7 9 4 1 1 0 2 3 6 2 3 57

KAZ 0 0 1 0 0 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 6

LBN 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

LTU 0 0 0 1 1 2 2 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 0 0 10

LVA 0 0 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 0 1 0 1 3 0 0 14

MAR 0 1 1 0 1 2 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 2 0 11

MEX 3 1 1 5 2 6 5 20 1 0 0 6 1 6 0 1 58

MLT 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 4

MNE 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

NLD 0 0 0 0 3 2 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 3 13

NOR 0 3 4 5 5 8 4 5 0 10 2 2 2 12 1 6 69

POL 2 3 6 5 8 4 5 8 1 0 1 3 2 5 1 1 55

PRT 2 0 3 1 2 5 1 3 0 2 0 2 0 3 1 2 27

ROU 0 2 4 4 4 6 6 10 1 1 3 3 1 8 4 6 63

RUS 3 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 9

SRB 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 8

SVK 0 3 0 2 9 2 0 6 0 0 0 3 1 4 0 5 35

SVN 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 1 2 2 0 0 11

SWE 1 1 1 3 3 3 2 11 2 1 0 1 1 8 1 3 42

TUN 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 2

TUR 3 0 0 0 3 5 2 0 1 1 0 2 3 12 5 0 37

UKR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

USA 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

TOTAL 42 38 65 82 153 114 99 153 31 36 47 64 49 169 34 67 1243
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 The Benchmarking Approach  
 

Clusters are subject to permanent development. 

Cluster Management Organisations therefore 

need insights into their performance levels and 

competitiveness as an input for strategic decision 

making. Benchmarking can support this process 

as it offers the opportunity for active learning 

through a comparison with other clusters. By re-

lying on qualitative and quantitative indicators 

and by comparing cluster-specific results among 

peers (e. g. Cluster Management Organisations 

from the same country and/or the same technol-

ogy area / industrial sector), benchmarking can 

be used to document success and to identify op-

portunities for improvement. The findings are of 

interest to the cluster participants as well as to the 

Cluster Management Organisations. 

 

The objective of the benchmarking exercise is not 

to rank or evaluate individual clusters but to pro-

vide Cluster Management Organisations with a 

better understanding of how to improve the qual-

ity and effectiveness of their work. Thus, in all 

cases the individual results should always be in-

terpreted individually, taking the specific environ-

ment, the strategic objectives, and other individ-

ual characteristics of the cluster and the Cluster 

Management Organisation into consideration. 

 

In order to discuss the results of the benchmark-

ing exercise and to improve the quality of the 

cluster management organisations work, ESCA 

collaborates with nearly 200 well experienced 

and specifically trained benchmarking experts 

from more than 30 countries to consult Cluster 

Management Organisations in their specific 

countries. A list of current benchmarking experts 

is provided on www.cluster-analysis.org/esca-ex-

perts.  

 

 

 

 Underlying Indicators  
 
The benchmarking focusses on the Cluster 

Management Organisation that is responsible 

for managing the cluster and its activities, and – 

to a certain extent - on the community of the 

cluster actors. Economic or other effects of the 

cluster on entire industrial sectors or the devel-

opment of regional strengths cannot be reliably 

measured through benchmarking and are there-

fore not or only a minor part of this analysis. The 

dimensions and indicators of the cluster bench-

marking, which are analysed for this report, are 

presented in Figure 1. 

  

http://www.cluster-analysis.org/esca-experts
http://www.cluster-analysis.org/esca-experts
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Figure 1: Dimensions and indicators used for Cluster Management Benchmarking 

 

 Comparative Portfolios 
 

The illustrated findings of the benchmarking inter-

view allow comparing the performance of the as-

sessed Cluster Management Organisation vis-à-

vis their peers from the same technological area, 

the same country or from an ESCA excellence 

portfolio consisting of 58 top performing Cluster 

Management Organisations.  

 

ESCA uses the following three distinct compara-

tive portfolios for the benchmarking exercise: 

 

 A national portfolio: the results of the inter-

viewed cluster compared to results from clus-

ters of the same country. This is only possible 

if data of at least ten clusters from the country 

of origin of the interviewed Cluster Manage-

ment Organisation is available (Table 3). 

 A technological portfolio: the results of the in-

terviewed cluster are compared to results 

from clusters that are active in the technology 

area selected by the Cluster Management 

Organisation (Table 44)1. 

 An excellence portfolio: the results of the in-

terviewed cluster are compared to results 

from clusters of the excellence portfolio. This 

portfolio is technologically unspecified and 

gathers all the technology areas (Table 55). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Cluster Management Organisations which have classified 

themselves as being active in “Other technology area” were 

assigned to the best fitting technology area by ESCA during 

the data analysis. 

  

© ESCA 2019

• Age of cluster organisation

• Influence of Industry, Research and Policy on the agenda setting

• Composition of cluster’s participants, changes 

• Geographical concentration of cluster’s participants and 

regional growth potential

• Origins of income of the total budget of the cluster organisation

• Financial sustainability of the cluster organisation

STRUCTURE

FINANCING

• Legal form and level of governance of the cluster

• Nature of cooperation between cluster’s participants

• Number and skills/experiences of employees in the cluster organisation

• Number of personal contacts achieved between cluster management team 

and participants

• Number of personal contacts achieved between cluster’s participants

MANAGEMENT AND GOVERNANCE

• Strategic planning and implementation processes

• Thematic and geographical priorities of the cluster’s strategy

• Internationalisation and cluster dynamics

• Uptake of digitalisation, social economy, and resource efficiency 

STRATEGY

• Community building

• Supporting policy development

• Marketing and branding

• Research, development, and innovation

• Business development and entrepreneurship

• Development of human resources

• Internationalisation

• Degree of fulfilment of the implementation plan

• External cooperation requests

• Characteristics of cooperation with clusters from other countries

• Media visibility

• Effect of the work of the cluster organisation on R&D, business and 

international activities of cluster’s participants

• Effect of the business-oriented services of the cluster organisation 

on SME participants

ACHIEVEMENTS AND RECOGNITIONACTIVITIES AND SERVICES
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The three comparative portfolios are permanently 

developing over time. After about two years, the 

ESCA benchmarking results are considered out-

dated and removed from the comparative portfo-

lios. Therefore, the comparative portfolios used in 

this report result from data collected in the past 

two years.  

 

As the idea of benchmarking intends to compare 

with the “state of the art”, only the Cluster Man-

agement Organisations reaching a minimum 

score of management excellence and mature 

Cluster Management Organisations are included 

within the technological portfolio (technology 

area).  

 

The national portfolio, if existing, includes all in-

terviewed Cluster Management Organisations 

within the country of origin, independent of their 

score of management excellence. This shall en-

able cluster stakeholders to gain a thorough over-

view of the own level of management excellence 

in the respective national, economic and political 

contexts.  
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Table 3: Total number of Cluster Management Organisations used for compiling the national portfolios (oldest data 
from November 2019). Tech portfolio and country of origin of the interviewed organisation are highlighted. 
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TOTAL

AUS 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

AUT 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

BEL 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

BGD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

BGR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

BIH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

CAN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

CHE 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

COL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

CYP 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

CZE 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 4

DNK 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4

ESP 0 1 4 2 4 5 0 3 0 0 0 5 1 3 2 3 33

EST 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 6

FIN 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

FRA 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

GBR 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

GEO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

GER 0 0 2 0 7 4 7 5 1 0 8 6 3 9 0 0 52

GRC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

GRD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

HRV 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

HUN 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 10

IND 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

IRL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

ISL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

ITA 0 0 3 1 2 0 3 1 0 1 0 1 0 2 1 0 15

KAZ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

LBN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

LTU 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1

LVA 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 5

MAR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

MEX 1 0 1 1 1 0 2 11 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 19

MLT 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

MNE 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

NLD 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2 6

NOR 0 1 1 0 3 0 3 2 0 0 0 1 0 3 0 0 14

POL 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 6

PRT 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 5

ROU 0 0 2 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 5

RUS 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

SRB 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

SVK 0 2 0 2 8 2 0 5 0 0 0 2 1 2 0 1 25

SVN 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

SWE 1 0 0 1 1 2 0 4 1 1 0 0 0 2 1 1 15

TUN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TUR 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 4

UKR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

USA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 8 7 20 9 32 17 26 40 4 3 10 20 7 29 7 9 248
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Table 4: Total number of clusters being used to compile the tech portfolios (oldest data from November 2019). Tech 
portfolio and country of origin of the interviewed organisation are highlighted. 
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TOTAL

AUS 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

AUT 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

BEL 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

BGD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

BGR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

BIH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

CAN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

CHE 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

COL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

CYP 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

CZE 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 4

DNK 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4

ESP 0 1 4 2 4 5 0 3 0 0 0 5 1 3 2 3 33

EST 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 5

FIN 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

FRA 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

GBR 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

GEO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

GER 0 0 2 0 6 4 7 4 1 0 8 6 3 8 0 0 49

GRC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

GRD 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

HRV 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

HUN 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 2 10

IND 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

IRL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

ISL 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

ITA 0 0 2 1 2 0 3 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 13

KAZ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

LBN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

LTU 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1

LVA 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 5

MAR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

MEX 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 7 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 14

MLT 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

MNE 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

NLD 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2 5

NOR 0 1 1 0 3 0 3 2 0 0 0 1 0 3 0 0 14

POL 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 6

PRT 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 5

ROU 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 4

RUS 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

SRB 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

SVK 0 0 0 2 2 2 0 2 0 0 0 2 1 1 0 1 13

SVN 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

SWE 1 0 0 1 1 2 0 4 1 1 0 0 0 2 1 1 15

TUN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TUR 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 3

UKR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

USA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 7 5 18 9 25 17 23 32 4 3 10 20 7 26 7 9 222



 

SVK033202109C211241  17 

The excellence portfolio applies the same “Excel-

lence Score” as described above. Only Cluster 

Management Organisations reaching very high 

performance levels are included in the excellence 

portfolio. 

 

Table 5: Total number of Cluster Management Organisations belonging to the excellence portfolio and repartition per 
specific technology area (Oldest data from November 2019). Tech portfolio of the interviewed organisation is high-
lighted. 
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TOTAL 2 2 4 4 7 3 8 6 0 0 1 10 0 8 2 1 58

PER CENT 25% 29% 20% 44% 22% 18% 31% 15% 0% 0% 10% 50% 0% 28% 29% 11% 23%
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 Visualisation of Benchmarking Results 
 

For a better understanding of the data analysis, the following chapter introduces a series of diagrams 

and graphs, which are used for visualising the benchmarking data.  

 

 
 

Boxplot 

 

Boxplots display distributions of statistical data 

without making any assumptions about charac-

teristics of this distribution. This means that the 

spacing between the different parts of the box 

helps to indicate the degree of spread and skew-

ness in the data.  

 

The box represents 50 % of the statistical popu-

lation (the interquartile range), 25 % higher and 

25 % lower than the median value, which is 

marked inside the box. The whiskers represent 

the lower quartile and the upper quartile of the 

data. For more homogeneity and representative-

ness of the results, only a reduced set is included 

in the lower and the higher quartile and not the 

full 25 % of the data. The ends of the whiskers 

are determined by the following model: the length 

of the whiskers is determined  

 

 

 

 

 

by the lowest and the highest value of the pre-

sented data AND shall not be larger than 1.5x the 

size of the interquartile range. This way, the 

whiskers include up to 25 % of the entire data, 

reduced by significant statistical outliers. 

 

When applying the described methodology for 

drafting the box-plot chart, in general at least 

around 80-90 % of the cluster-related data can be 

considered to be inside the box or inside the 

range of the whiskers. Very special individual val-

ues are not considered.  

 

The red line represents the data of the individ-

ual benchmarked cluster. The figure does not 

feature a red line in case no data was as-

sessed for the cluster. 
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Bar Chart 

 

A bar graph is uses to show comparisons 

among categories. 

 

The answer of the benchmarked cluster is 

high-lighted by a red frame (                    ) in 

the horizontal axis. The figure does not fea-

ture a red frame if no data was assessed for 

the cluster. The results of the national port-

folio (if existing) are indicated by a blue bar, 

the technical portfolio by a yellow bar and 

the excellence portfolio by a green bar. 
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Radar Chart 

 

The radar chart is a graphical method of display-

ing multivariate data in the form of a two-dimen-

sional chart of quantitative variables represented 

on axes starting from the same point. 

 

 

The data of the benchmarked cluster is indi-

cated by a red line. The figure does not fea-

ture a red line if no data was assessed for the 

cluster. The results of the national portfolio (if 

existing) are indicated by a blue line, the tech-

nical portfolio by a yellow line and the excel-

lence portfolio by a green line.
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Scatter Plot 

 

A scatter plot is a visual representation of bivari-

ate data in a two dimensional coordinate system. 

The plotted points show the relationship between 

two variables and allow further statements about 

the correlation and estimated trend for the pair of 

values. 

 

 

 

 

 

The position of the benchmarked cluster in 

the matrix is indicated by a red cross (x). In 

some cases, sufficient data could not be as-

sessed during the interview. In these cases 

only the distribution of the comparative port-

folios included in the data assessment is pre-

sented. 
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Ring Chart 

 

The ring diagram is a kind of diagram which sep-

arates a total distribution of values into differently 

coloured segments. The values are given in per-

cent. The sum of the individual segments thus al-

ways corresponds to 100 percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The data of the benchmarked cluster is indi-

cated by a separate ring chart. The figure is 

not included if no data was assessed for the 

cluster. The results of the national portfolio (if 

existing), the technical portfolio and the ex-

cellence portfolio are indicated as a separate 

chart. 
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3. Benchmarking Results 
 

 Structure  
 

 Age of the Cluster Management Organisation 
 

The maturity of a Cluster Management Organisa-

tion is often related to its age. As it takes time to 

successfully develop and implement activities for 

a cluster, it is supposed that a Cluster Manage-

ment Organisation needs at least four years to 

yield satisfying results.  

 

Here, the year in which the cluster management 

activities were initiated is more important than the 

foundation date of the recent (or first ever) legal 

entity of the cluster initiative and/or the cluster 

management organisation. Therefore, the initial 

start of any cluster management activities is po-

sitioned in the following graphs and compared to 

the different comparative portfolios.  

 

The age of the cluster as such may be older than 

the age of its management body - while the op-

posite can be observed as well: A cluster which 

is well formalised with a legal form, but a cluster 

management body is not (yet) existing and being 

implemented at a later stage. 

 

 

Figure 2: Year of establishment of Cluster Management Organisations  
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 Legal Form of the Cluster Management Organisation 
 

The main reasons for a Cluster Management Or-

ganisation to adopt a legal form are to reach: 

 a higher commitment of its participants,  

 shared risks, 

 a higher exclusiveness of added value for 

the cluster participants 

 easier access and/or eligibility to apply for 

public funds. 

The most prevailing legal form for Cluster Man-

agement Organisations are registered associa-

tions. 

 

As well a “foundation” is a quite common form, as 

well as a “limited liability company”.  

 

A cluster organisation being embedded into an-

other formal organisation is another formalised 

set-up which can be observed. This form on one 

hand allows to take advantage of the (larger) 

mother organisation, which might simplify solving 

financial issues (cash-flow), which might offer 

well-organised support services (financial man-

agement, legal advice, human resources ser-

vices, …), on the other hand as well could have 

drawbacks regarding internal priorities, visibility, 

corporate identity, etc., all related to the relation-

ship of the cluster organisation to the mother or-

ganisation. 

  

 

Figure 3: Legal form of Cluster Management Organisations within the comparative portfolios 
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 Influence of Industry, Research and Policy on the Agenda Setting 
 

In many cases, the cluster participants influence 

the agenda setting of the cluster as well as stra-

tegic priorities. The cluster manager was asked 

to indicate on a scale from 0 (no influence) to 4 

(very strong influence) to which extent the cluster 

is driven by the industry, research and policy 

stakeholders for the agenda setting of the cluster. 

 

 

Figure 4: Influence of Industry, Research and Policy on the agenda setting of Cluster Management Organisations 
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 Composition of the Cluster Participants 
 

The benchmarking analysis mainly considers 

cluster participants in the sense of committed 

participants.  

 

A cluster participant is committed if it actively con-

tributes to the activities of the cluster, by e.g.  

 paying membership fees or providing finan-

cial support for the cluster management on 

a regular basis (this may also include in-kind 

contributions or staff working time),  

 signing of a declaration of accession (letter 

of intent, partnership agreement, or a similar 

form of written commitment) or  

 regularly participating in cluster projects or 

working groups.  

Commitment is not reflected by a registration for 

a newsletter or by a single participation in an 

event organised by the Cluster Management Or-

ganisation.  

 

A non-committed cluster participant is a passive 

participant showing specific interest in the clus-

ter’s activities which go beyond the mere regis-

tration for a newsletter or similar (e.g. through 

[more or less] regular participation in events), but 

not contributing actively to any of the cluster’s ac-

tivities or not providing any financial (or in-kind) 

support in any way. 

 

The composition of the committed cluster partici-

pants is very important for successful work of and 

within a cluster. Bundling of different compe-

tences is one determinant for the facilitation of in-

novation and competitiveness of all cluster ac-

tors. If certain key actors and key competences 

are missing, this might have a negative impact on 

the innovation capability of the cluster. 

 

The repartition of the committed participants is 

represented according to the following partici-

pants’ categories: 

 Figure 5: Total number of committed partici-

pants; 

 Figure 6: Number of committed industrial 

participants; 

 Figure 7: Number of committed SME2 partic-

ipants; 

 Figure 8: Number of committed participants 

dedicated to R&D (universities3 and R&D or-

ganisations); 

 Figure 9: Number of committed participants 

dedicated to education and training (univer-

sities3, schools and training providers); 

 Figure 10: Number of committed participants 

that are intermediaries and political/admin-

istration stakeholders, other clusters or mis-

cellaneous participants. 

 

2 Based on the SME definition of the European Commission 

(Recommendation 2003/361/EC regarding the SME defini-

tion) a company is considered as SME if it has no more than 

250 employees. 

 

3 Universities are counted twice, both in the category “R&D 

participants” and in the category “participants dedicated to 

education and training”.  

 

  



 

SVK033202109C211241  27 

 

Figure 5: Total number of committed participants  

 
 

 

Figure 6: Number of committed industrial participants  

 

 

 

Figure 7: Number of committed SME participants  
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Figure 8 : Number of committed participants dedicated to R&D  

 
 

 

Figure 9: Number of committed participants dedicated to education or training  

 

 

 

Figure 10: Number of committed participants that are intermediaries and political/administration stakeholders, other 
clusters or miscellaneous participants. 
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 Geographical Concentration of the Cluster Participants 
 

According to Michael E. Porter4 “clusters are ge-

ographic concentrations of interconnected com-

panies and institutions in a particular field”. The 

issue of geographic concentration is considered 

here.  

 

The following figure displays the percentage of 

the committed cluster participants located within 

a radius of 150 km from the premises of the Clus-

ter Management Organisation and/or any re-

gional offices (if existing).  

The idea of geographical concentration is to en-

courage face-to-face meetings between the clus-

ter management team and the committed partici-

pants, as well as between the cluster participants 

with limited effort of around two hours travel time 

(by car, train, etc.). 

 
4 Michael E. Porter, 1998: Clusters and the New Economics 

of Competition, in: Harvard Business Review, November 

1998, p. 78 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Percentage of committed cluster’s participants that are located in a distance of < 150 km to the premises of 
Cluster Management Organisations and/or any regional offices  
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 Regional Growth Potential of the Cluster  
 
It is important that clusters achieve a critical mass 

with a high regional coverage in terms of commit-

ted membership. The focus on regional partici-

pants should yield benefits from regional proxim-

ity of appropriate partners.  

 

Regional actors which could be targeted to be-

come a committed participant and which would 

bring added value to the cluster when committing 

them as participants, as well as the committed 

and non-committed participants of the cluster, are 

all together defined as potential participants. The 

ratio of the number of committed cluster partici-

pants in the region (see chapter 0) and the num-

ber of potential participants in the region (%-value 

on the x-axis) is put in relation to the achieved 

annual growth of the regional membership of the 

cluster (growth in % on the y-axis). 

 

Clusters that are located in sector I of the figure 

are characterised by a high potential for further 

growth with regard to the number of participants. 

For achieving a critical mass in the region - in 

terms of having a majority of potential cluster par-

ticipants’ active within the cluster - further growth, 

with a higher rate than achieved in the past, is 

necessary. Reaching such a regional critical 

mass could be considered as a strategic task for 

the cluster management.  

 

Clusters that are located in sector II of the figure 

are characterised by a reasonable regional cov-

erage of their participants and/or by a significant 

growth in the last 24 months. An increased 

growth of the committed cluster membership 

should not necessarily be considered as a strate-

gic priority for the cluster management. For clus-

ters that are younger than three years, this figure 

might not give a correct impression as the entire 

membership was built up recently with an ex-

tremely high growth rate, which of course cannot 

be expected to remain at the same level in the 

future. 

 

Clusters that are located in sector III of the figure 

are characterised by a high regional coverage in 

terms of committed membership. Further growth 

in the region should not be considered as a stra-

tegic priority for the cluster management as “crit-

ical mass” has already been reached. 
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Figure 12: Regional growth potential of clusters within the technological portfolio 

 

Figure 13: Regional growth potential of clusters within the excellence portfolio 
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 Management and Governance 
 

 Nature of Cooperation between the Cluster Participants 
 

The nature of cooperation between the commit-

ted cluster participants and the role of the cluster 

management can have different characteristics, 

which are described as follows:  

 Cluster management as external facilita-

tor: The cluster management acts rather as 

an external facilitator and is rather detached 

from networking activities between cluster 

participants. The core function of the cluster 

management within the network can be de-

scribed as administration. 

 Decentralised cooperation: Cooperation 

among the cluster participants can be char-

acterised as decentralised. Cluster manage-

ment has a significant influence, but it is not 

the main initiator of activities. 

 Centralised cooperation: The cluster man-

agement is the hub of the cluster (consid-

ered as a star-shaped cooperative structure) 

and sets the agenda of the cluster activities. 

Cooperation between participants is primar-

ily initiated by the cluster management. 

 

The following figure indicates how the cluster 

managers understand their role.  

 

Depending on the nature of cooperation the de-

mand for efforts spent by the cluster organisation 

might differ. With sufficient personnel resources 

a centralised cooperation can be realised without 

any drawbacks. If personnel resources however 

are very limited, decentralised approaches, or 

even a reduction to facilitating activities only 

might be an option, which of course needs more 

involvement of specific committed participants 

taking over certain management tasks. Operation 

will then become more bottom-up. 

 

 

 
Figure 14: Nature of cooperation between cluster’s participants within the comparative portfolios 
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 Level of Governance of the Cluster  
 

The existence of different stakeholders of cluster 

governance as well as their role in the decision 

making process for cluster strategy and cluster 

governance were assessed. In this respect, the 

following elements of cluster governance were 

analysed: 

 Clear definition of the tasks and responsibili-

ties of the cluster manager and the overall 

team; assignments to all team members are 

clear, job descriptions and internal rules are 

available for organising the work.  

 The cluster manager in person is in place and 

is provided with the freedom and capacity 

(technically and financially) to fulfil this job. 

 A governing body such as a steering commit-

tee or advisory board exists and is responsi-

ble for making decisions and supporting the 

cluster management in implementing the ac-

tion plan, survey and review of the progress 

of the cluster work as well as the work of the 

cluster management. Its responsibilities are 

understood by all participants and meetings 

take place on a regular basis. 

 Participants of the cluster are involved in the 

decision making and strategic orientation of 

the Cluster Management Organisation, for 

example through general meetings or other 

forms of consultation. 

 

For a successful networking all cluster actors 

have to understand and respect their tasks and 

responsibilities. In collaboration with relevant 

cluster participants, the cluster management 

must define dedicated governance structures 

and turn them into practice. The elements de-

scribed above were reflected in a composite indi-

cator. Furthermore the quantity of available clus-

ter management personnel as well has an influ-

ence here, in particular in case of personnel 

shortages.  

 

Three levels were defined in order to identify 

whether there is a strong, moderate or weak sys-

tem of cluster governance in place. 

 

 

 
Figure 15: Level of governance of clusters within the comparative portfolios 
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 Number of Employees in the Cluster Management Organisation (Full-
time Equivalents) 

 

The number of active employees in the cluster 

management team was expressed in full-time 

equivalents (FTE). The analysis of FTE provides 

a better understanding of the human resources 

that are effectively available for the cluster man-

agement in terms of working hours. Full-time 

equivalent employment (FTE) is the number of 

full-time equivalent jobs, defined as total hours 

worked divided by average annual hours worked 

in full-time jobs. 

 

It has to be emphasized here, that only personnel 

is counted which directly is involved in “cluster 

management related tasks” For example operat-

ing service contracts with clear own priorities, 

these are not included (example: facility manage-

ment of a technology park; project management 

for collaborative projects with no significant par-

ticipation of committed cluster participants in 

such projects). 

 

 

Figure 16: Number of employees (full-time equivalents) in the cluster management team 

 

 
 

A more relevant factor for assessing whether the 

quantity of human resources of the cluster man-

agement is sufficient is the ratio of the number of 

cluster participants and the FTE in the cluster 

management staff. This indicator gives the nu-

merical value of the number of cluster partici-

pants which one FTE of the cluster management 

has to serve. Higher staff resources of the Cluster 

Management Organisation are expected to allow 

the development and provision of more tailor-

made and demand-oriented services or a better 

direct support for the cluster participants. At the 

same time, though, cluster management teams 

should try to avoid inefficiencies and excessive 

overhead costs by making the size of their staff 

depending on the overall number of cluster par-

ticipants. 

 

Here two analyses are presented: On one hand 

side considering only the committed cluster par-

ticipants, on the other side considering committed 

and non-committed cluster participants to have 

an idea on how working as well for non-commit-

ted cluster participants can reduce resources for 

support. 
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Figure 17a: Number of committed cluster participants per employee (Full-time Equivalents) of the cluster management 
team 

 

 

 

Figure 17b: Number of all cluster participants (committed and non-committed) per employee (Full-time Equivalents) of 
the cluster management team 
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 Stability of the Cluster Management Organisation Team 
 

In order to assess the stability of the Cluster Man-

agement Organisation’s staff, the benchmarking 

analysed the described continuity and changes 

within the cluster management staff. The ele-

ments were reflected in a composite indicator. 

Three levels have been defined whether there is 

a low, medium or high stability level in place: 

 Low – A critical mass of the cluster manage-

ment operational team has left the cluster 

management team within the last 24 months; 

 Medium – Some staff members have left the 

team within the last 24 months, but without 

negative impacts on daily business.  

 High – No staff member has left the team. 

Even if there was a fluctuation, the team 

members were directly replaced. Job de-

scriptions are available. 

 

As an additional aspect the size of the team as 

well is considered when classifying the stability of 

the team. The larger the team (in terms of com-

mitted cluster participants per FTE of the team) 

the easier replacements of team members can be 

managed, leading to a higher judgement of the 

stability of the team. Teams with very limited per-

sonnel capacities suffer more of changes, for 

those the stability of the team is judged down-

graded. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Level of stability of Cluster Management Organisation Team within the comparative portfolios 
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 Qualification of the Cluster Management Organisation Team 
 

In order to assess the qualification of the Cluster 

Management Team, the benchmarking analysed 

the indicated degree of skills and experiences in 

average for the entire cluster management team. 

The elements were reflected in a composite indi-

cator. Three overall skills/experiences levels 

have been defined whether there is a low, me-

dium or high qualification level in place. The fol-

lowing aspects are assessed as an average for 

the entire team judged on a scale from (0 = not 

existing/available) to (4 = highly existing/availa-

ble): 

 Tertiary level education  

 Work experience in the private sector, 

excluding experience in the current clus-

ter organisation 

 Leadership and higher management 

skills 

 Project management skills  

 Language, skills in English 

 Language, valuable skills in at least one 

foreign language (excluding English) 

 Relevant sector and/or technical 

knowledge of > 3 years, due to education 

and/or work experience 

 Cluster and policy related training 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19: Qualification of Cluster Management Organisation Team within the comparative portfolios 

 
  

8

16

34

3

7

15

5
4

8

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Low Medium High

Excellence Level [58] Slovakia [25] Food industry (non-biotech) and AgroTech [17] Exporteri



 

38  SVK033202109C211241 

 Human Resource Development Index 
 

In order to assess the status of human resource 

development of the Cluster Management Organ-

isation’s staff, the benchmarking analysed the fol-

lowing topics: 

 Lifelong training programmes and a suffi-

cient budget for the human resource devel-

opment of the Cluster Management Organi-

sation staff are in place; 

 Training measures for the Cluster Manage-

ment Organisation staff are carried out on a 

regular basis; 

 Overall skills/experiences portfolio of the en-

tire cluster management team; 

 Continuity/fluctuation of the cluster manager 

and/or the Cluster Management Organisa-

tion staff. 

 

The above described elements were reflected in 

a composite indicator.  

 

 

 

Figure 20: Status of human resource development of Cluster Management Organisations within the comparative port-
folios 
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 Number of Personal Contacts between the Cluster Management Team 
and the Cluster Participants  

 
Regularly and well-maintained personal contacts 

between the cluster management team and the 

cluster participants are key elements for manage-

ment excellence. It is a way for the Cluster Man-

agement Organisation to adapt its work better to 

the specific needs of its participants and offer tai-

lor-made services. Eligible personal contacts are, 

for example,  

 contacts during a visit at the cluster partici-

pant’s premises or a visit of the participant 

at the Cluster Management Organisation’s 

premises;  

 an extensive bilateral exchange of infor-

mation, for instance via telephone or mail;  

 joint work of the Cluster Management Or-

ganisation management staff and the repre-

sentatives of the cluster participants in spe-

cific projects, working groups, or other joint 

activities. 

 

The share of committed cluster participants main-

taining such contacts with the Cluster Manage-

ment Organisation within the last twelve months 

is determined and compared in the following fig-

ure. 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Number of personal contacts achieved between cluster management organisation and cluster participants 
within the comparative portfolios  
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 Number of Personal Contacts between the Cluster Participants 
 
The cluster structure and the various activities 

should enable and facilitate networking between 

the committed cluster participants. Cluster partic-

ipants should be actively involved in collaborative 

multimember activities or collaborative projects in 

a significant manner. Participation in working 

groups, projects, delegation/trade visits, joint 

trade fair activities, active lecturing activities, etc. 

with a minimum involvement of two days per clus-

ter participant are considered as eligible sufficient 

collaborative multimember activities. A simple 

passive attendance to one or even several events 

(seminar, workshop or get-together) is not con-

sidered as an involvement in a collaborative ac-

tivity. 

 

The share of committed cluster participants being 

involved in such collaborative activities within the 

last twelve months is determined and compared 

in the following figure. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22: Number of personal contacts achieved between cluster participants within the comparative portfolios 
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 Integration into the Innovation Systems and Relations with Intermediar-
ies 

 
The cluster organisation itself is understood as 

an intermediary actor within the innovation sys-

tem. Establishing contacts and cooperation with 

other intermediate players is seen as a general 

task for cluster organisations. Furthermore, co-

operation with regional/national policy makers 

in many cases is a mandatory aspect. Policy 

makers should be aware of the effects clusters 

can generate and should be encouraged to co-

operate with clusters implementing their policy. 

In contrary as well cluster organisations are in-

vited to provide practical oriented inputs to pol-

icy-making. Including intermediaries and public 

authorities into cluster initiatives as committed 

cluster participant contributes to a better mutual 

understanding.  

 

Being well integrated into the local/regional/na-

tional innovation system and having various 

good relationships to policy stakeholders is con-

sidered as one of the various pillars of cluster 

management excellence. 

 

 

Figure 23: Integration into the Innovation Systems and Relations with Intermediaries within the comparative portfolios 
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 Financing  
 

 

 Origins of Income of the Total Budget of the Cluster Management Organ-
isation 

 

The total budget of the Cluster Management Or-

ganisation includes the budget dedicated to man-

agement tasks or to activities performed by the 

cluster management organisation for cluster par-

ticipants (staff and non-personnel expenses).  

 

It excludes the specific budget for R&D projects 

or any other projects conducted by the cluster 

participants alone, or conducted by the Cluster 

Management Organisation as a task not related 

to the actual cluster management.  

 

The overall size of the budget is not used for com-

parisons (even though being part of the bench-

marking interview). Country-specific and other 

differences are significant. However, the origin of 

the total budget of the cluster is analysed, looking 

to the following categories: public funding, in-

come generated from chargeable services, mem-

bership fees, as well as other private sources like 

private foundations or donations. In-kind contri-

butions (non-cash contributions) are considered 

as private source income despite their origin. 

 

In general, experience shows that a broad mix of 

various sources of income has proven to best for 

the sustainable existence and development of a 

cluster management organisation. Such a mix is 

the most resistant against failure of one of the fi-

nancial sources. 

 

The figure below indicates the distribution of fi-

nancial incomes into different public sources 

(blue part of the chart), private sources (green 

part of the chart) and in-kind contributions (grey 

part of the chart), for Exporteri in comparison with 

the different comparative portfolios. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24: Origins of Income of the Total Budget of the Cluster Management Organisation 
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 Financial Sustainability of the Cluster Management Organisation  
 
The financial sustainability of the Cluster Man-

agement Organisation is an important aspect for 

the future perspectives and the existence of the 

Cluster Management Organisation. The cluster 

management needs to be based on a solid finan-

cial basis in order to concentrate on its mandate. 

Without a sustainable financial basis the cluster 

management has to spend significant resources 

on fundraising. Thus, these resources are not 

available for the development and provision of 

services for the cluster participants. 

 

Cluster managers are asked to assess their fi-

nancial situation according to the following cate-

gories: 

 Secured in the long term (for more than 2 

years); 

 Secured in the short and medium term (for 

at least 1 year); 

 Critical, but up to now no negative impacts 

on daily activities of Cluster Management 

Organisation; 

 Very critical, with already negative impacts 

on daily activities of Cluster Management 

Organisation. 

 

 

Figure 25: Financial sustainability of Cluster Management Organisations within the comparative portfolios 
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 Cluster Strategy 
 

 Strategic and Operational Planning 
 

Strategic and corresponding operational planning 

are key preconditions of successful work.  

 

It is recommended to develop and implement a 

cluster strategy in order to operate in a sustaina-

ble and successful way. The strategy should be 

documented and cover all relevant strategic is-

sues, topics, timeframes, etc., complemented by 

graphs and illustrations and describing the long, 

medium, and short term prospects. The strategy 

has to be an outcome of an internal process, in 

which the needs and expectations of the cluster 

stakeholders are discussed and translated into 

strategic measures. After implementing the main 

elements of the cluster’s strategy, a continuous 

monitoring approach should document the pro-

gress and impact of the implementation. Review 

measures and corrective actions should be doc-

umented.  

 

The longer-term strategic planning should be 

complemented with a shorter-term operational 

planning, defining the various planned actions 

(what/when/who), expected results and out-

comes, and as well the necessary (financial) re-

sources. The operational planning should addi-

tionally allow to react in an agile manner on spe-

cific incidents. A continuous monitoring and re-

viewing process therefore is required. An eye 

should be kept whether after certain changes in 

the operational planning, this plan still corre-

sponds to the cluster strategy, or whether the 

strategy as well needs to be re-shaped in certain 

aspects.  

 

It is seen as an excellent approach when as part 

of the strategy and operational planning, monitor-

ing and review processes are already foreseen 

and integrated, a longer review cycle for the strat-

egy, a shorter-term cycle for the operational plan-

ning. 

 

A starting point for every review process is to an-

alyse the results achieved. Measurable targets as 

part of the operational planning provide the op-

portunity to assess necessary data, self-assess-

ment of the cluster management regarding de-

gree of approaching and reaching strategic aims 

could be another method. In general, a distinction 

can be made between “action-related perfor-

mance indicators” (it is in the hand of the cluster 

management if and how many / how much activ-

ity is conducted) and “results/output/outcomes-

related performance indicators (it depends on the 

quality/efficiency/effectiveness of any activities 

whether the foreseen targets are reached). A 

good mix of indicators of both indicator categories 

and a regular related assessment process is con-

sidered as necessary for cluster management ex-

cellence. 

 

The following figure indicates the level of strate-

gic and operational planning of the analysed clus-

ter in comparison with the various peers: 

 

The following categories are defined: 

 Inadequate strategy:  

The Cluster Management Organisation 

states that they do not have a written strat-

egy or that the criteria for a solid cluster 

strategy and operational planning are insuffi-

ciently met. (Left bars in the chart); 

 Sufficient strategy:  

A cluster strategy is available as a written 

document. An implementation plan with 

measurable milestones and budgets and/or 

a strategy review is in place. The strategy is 

sufficient to run the basic business of the 

cluster management organisation. (Second 

bars from the left); 

 Well elaborated strategy:  

A cluster strategy is available as a written 

document and includes an implementation 

plan with measurable milestones and budg-

ets. A system to monitor the implementation 

plan of the strategy is in place, however the 

monitoring is not being done regularly (Third 

bars from the left); 
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 Very good and complemented strategy:  

A cluster strategy is available as a written 

document and includes an implementation 

plan with measurable milestones and budg-

ets. A system to monitor the implementation 

plan of the strategy is in place. There is a 

regular strategy updating process and the 

implementation plan is monitored/reviewed 

on a regular basis, at least quarterly (Right 

hand bars in the chart). 

 

 

Figure 26a: Strategic and operational planning of clusters within the comparative portfolios 

 

 
As the work of a cluster management organisa-

tion depends to a large extent on the cluster 

strategy, it is of great importance to bring the 

cluster strategy into a coherent triad of coordi-

nated guideline, operational planning and sus-

tainable further development. Moreover the 

cluster strategy should focus on competitive-

ness and changes of the relevant markets (in-

dustrial change, new business models, new 

value chains) and should takes into considera-

tion relevant regionally cross-border aspects 

and regional/national innovation strategies. 

 

The following figure considers the main aspects 

of a well-coordinated and coherent cluster strat-

egy: 

 Consistency of the cluster strategy: 

The cluster strategy should available as 

a written document including an imple-

mentation plan with measurable mile-

stones and budgets. Also a regular 

strategy monitoring and updating pro-

cess (on at least yearly basis) should be 

implemented. It is recommended to 

conduct a “fundamental strategy re-

view” at least every four years 

 Consistency of the Operational Plan-

ning: 

An annual action and finance plan 

should exist as well as a system to reg-

ularly monitor the implementation of the 

strategy and the related action plan. 

Both the action plan and the finance 

plan should be monitored on regularly 

basis.  

 Quality of the Cluster Strategy: 

The strategy should integrate the differ-

ent objectives and activities in a well-

coordinated and coherent framework 

and should be align with a national/re-

gional/local innovation strategy. A focus 

on industrial change, new value chains, 
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new business models and the consider-

ation of relevant regionally cross-border 

aspects lead to a future-oriented and 

sustainable strategic orientation. 

 

Building an average of the scores in all three 

axes leads to a total score regarding the readi-

ness for internationalisation between (0) and 

(4). The average score is presented in the leg-

end of the following graph in brackets. 

 

 

 

Figure 26b: Strategy and Planning Index of clusters within the comparative portfolios 

  

0

1

2

3

4

Consistency of the Cluster
Strategy

Consistency of the Operational
Planning

Quality of the Cluster Strategy

Excellence Level [58] Slovakia [25] Food industry (non-biotech) and AgroTech [17] Exporteri

Intensity Index



 

SVK033202109C211241  47 

 Thematic and Geographical Priorities of the Cluster’s Strategy 
 

The following two radar charts show the general 

priorities of the strategy of the Cluster Manage-

ment Organisation. These priorities are consid-

ered to be the baseline of the cluster manage-

ment’s activities. 

 

The first figure presents the thematic priorities of 

the Cluster Management Organisation. The sec-

ond figure reflects the geographical scope of the 

Cluster Management Organisation and its activi-

ties (international, national, or local/regional).  

 

The corresponding percentages indicate the rel-

evance of different strategic priorities in the over-

all strategy (e. g. 40 % of activities are related to 

R&D&I) or the relevance of the geographic 

scope. 

 

 

 

Figure 27: Thematic priorities of cluster’s strategy within the comparative portfolios 
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Figure 28: Geographical priorities of cluster’s strategy within the comparative portfolios 
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 Cluster Dynamics and Change Management 
 

The figure demonstrates a degree of dynamics 

within the cluster initiative in relation to the 

achieved status regarding the documentation of 

the strategic and operational planning and the re-

lated monitoring and reviewing cycles.  

It is considered necessary that even within a tur-

bulent environment, the documentation of the 

strategic and operative planning should be avail-

able and should serve as fundamental document 

of the entire operation of the cluster initiative.  

 

Figure 29: cluster dynamics and coherence of the cluster’s strategy within the comparative portfolios 

 

Figure 30: cluster dynamics and coherence of the cluster’s strategy within the excellence portfolio 
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 Readiness for Internationalisation 
 

With the indicator “Readiness for Internationali-

sation” the entire data of the cluster benchmark-

ing exercise is used to determine a level of read-

iness of the Cluster Management Organisation 

and the cluster as such regarding the status and 

the degree of being prepared for successfully 

initiating and implementing internationalisation. 

Three areas are considered in this context and 

build the axes of a radar-chart, normalised on a 

scale from (0 = not prepared at all) to (4 = all 

prerequisites fulfilled and internationalisation as 

a pillar of cluster management is already suc-

cessfully implemented): 

 

 International Focus of the Cluster Strat-

egy: Depending on the different interests 

and experiences for the various cluster par-

ticipants, the elaboration of a specific inter-

nationalisation strategy for the cluster is re-

quired which should not copy, but comple-

ment the individual internationalisation 

strategies of the cluster participants. The in-

ternationalisation strategy of the cluster 

should focus on aspects which cluster par-

ticipants cannot address alone and where 

the cooperation within the cluster is a valu-

able asset (topics to be elaborated which 

generate added value to a group of cluster 

participants).  

 Status of already implemented services 

and effects on the international activities 

of the various groups of cluster partici-

pants: As every strategy only can lead to 

effects when complemented with related 

activities and services, any existing experi-

ences regarding international activities are 

valuable. As efforts for such activities nor-

mally are rather high, they should be care-

fully evaluated in order to learn from the ex-

periences and to use the experiences to 

sharpen the focus of future internationalisa-

tion activities. The Cluster Management Or-

ganisation can benefit if at least major 

groups of the cluster participants are acting 

in an international context and gathering ex-

periences regarding internationalisation. 

Therefore with regard to the internationali-

sation of the entire cluster it is considered 

as very helpful to focus on effects of the in-

ternational activities for the cluster partici-

pants, so they have a clear view on their 

specific additional demands for activities 

within the cluster and so that a certain sta-

tus/brand of the cluster is visible on an in-

ternational level. 

 Resources and competences of the 

Cluster Management Organisation: Inter-

nationalisation requires longer-term signifi-

cant efforts from the cluster management. 

Thus, financial resources should be suffi-

ciently available to the cluster management 

on at least medium-term and personnel re-

sources. Besides these quantitative as-

pects, skills and experiences regarding in-

ternationalisation, including language skills, 

are obviously required among the cluster 

management team in order to be well pre-

pared for successfully acting in the interna-

tional environment. 

 

Building an average of the scores in all three 

axes leads to a total score regarding the readi-

ness for internationalisation between (0) and 

(4). The average score is presented in the leg-

end of the following graph in brackets. 
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Figure 31: Readiness for Internationalisation of the cluster within the comparative portfolios 

  

0

1

2

3

4

International Focus of the Cluster
Strategy

International Services & Effects
Resources of the Cluster

Organisation

Excellence Level [58]

(2.6)

Slovakia [25]

(2.0)

Food industry (non-biotech) and AgroTech [17]

(2.1)

Exporteri

(2.5)

Intensity Index



 

52  SVK033202109C211241 

 Activities and Services 
 

 

One of the main aims of Cluster Management Or-

ganisations is to provide demand-oriented struc-

tures of cooperation and to improve the efficiency 

of cooperation among participants. The success 

of cluster organisations therefore also depends 

on the extent to which the cluster management 

succeeds in supporting the cluster participants 

with tailor-made and demand-oriented services. 

In doing this, it is crucial for cluster participants to 

be able to concentrate on their specific core com-

petences and that the expenditure of time and fi-

nancial resources by individual approaches is 

thus reduced. It is important that services are 

geared to needs in such a way that they generate 

high added value for participants. Hence, it is cru-

cial to consider first of all the needs and require-

ments of the cluster participants and, in particu-

lar, the specific features of the cluster in the 

sense of an “optimal tailoring.” 

 

In the follow-up, general service categories that 

could serve as a model for offers developing and 

implementing one’s own services are described: 

 Community Building and internal  

networking; 

 Location Branding; 

 Research, Development & Innovation;  

 Business Development; 

 Development of human resources; 

 Development of entrepreneurship; 

 Supporting Policy Development ; 

 Internationalisation of cluster participants. 

 

The diversity and the frequency of services pro-

vided by the Cluster Management Organisation 

during a past 12 month’s period are analysed. 

Based on this data, composite service indicators 

are calculated and grouped according to the fol-

lowing scale: 

 (4) Very large spectrum of services and/or 

very high frequency of services; 

 (3) Large spectrum of services and/or high 

frequency of services; 

 (2) Average spectrum of services and/or me-

dium frequency of services;  

 (1) Limited spectrum of services and/or less 

sufficient frequency of services; 

 (0) No services offered. 

 

  



 

SVK033202109C211241  53 

 Community Building  
 
Community building is at the very heart of cluster 

management services and activities. It is defined 

as a field of practices directed toward the creation 

or enhancement of community among entities 

(i.e. individuals, companies, research institutes, 

etc.) within a regional area or with a common in-

terest. A wide variety of practices can be utilised 

for community building among cluster partici-

pants, ranging from simple events like sharing in-

formation, get-togethers and matchmaking 

events to larger–scale efforts such as regional 

fairs and initiating joint R&D or business projects 

that involve cluster participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category „ Community Building” 
within the comparative portfolios 
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 Location Branding  
 

Cluster Management Organisations can support 

their local authorities by helping develop the 

area’s reputation, either by advancing and pro-

moting the technology, which is developed by 

cluster stakeholders or by “branding” the geo-

graphic location. Ultimately, cluster organisations 

can thereby facilitate the attracting of new invest-

ments, firms or talents. Relevant activities in this 

field are public relations (PR) work, the hosting of 

incoming delegations or being involved in or or-

ganising actions for representing the location/re-

gion. 

 

With regard to public relations work, it should be 

the aim of any externally oriented communication 

to build up a reputation for the cluster (and/or the 

geographic location) in order to attract further 

participants. For external players, targeted PR 

work must highlight the cluster organisation’s 

specific and unique added value. This means that 

the clearer the message of the network is, the 

more effective its (national and international) po-

sitioning is. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 33: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Location Branding” within 
the comparative portfolios 
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 Research, Development & Innovation 
 

The stimulation and facilitation of collaborative 

technology development and innovation-related 

cooperation among the participants of a cluster is 

another key area for activities of the cluster man-

agement. Facilitating both specific interest 

groups, as well as initiating joint R&D activities 

among the participants and activities relating to 

joint products, services, and IP-rights are further 

typical activity areas. In addition, the acquisition 

of third party funding (from public sources), most 

of the time for R&D projects, is can be subsumed 

under this activity area. In order to do so, cluster 

managements should have an overview over 

funding opportunities and should spread this 

knowledge amongst their cluster participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 34: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Research, Development & 
Innovation” within the comparative portfolios 
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 Business Development 
 

Ultimately, a cluster management should serve 

the economic interests of its participants and help 

improve their economic performance, help attract 

new clients and contracts, facilitate new business 

related cooperation or help create new business 

with monetary added values. There are various 

activities and services that active cluster man-

agements can offer to reach these goals, such as 

making relevant information material on the clus-

ter organisation available to interested parties, 

presenting the cluster organisation and its partic-

ipants at trade fairs/congresses or organising 

specific matchmaking/networking events with ex-

ternal partners or other cluster organisations.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 35: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Business Development” 
within the comparative portfolios 
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 Development of Human Resources 
 

The development of cluster participants’ human 

resources is particularly relevant for the success 

of innovation processes. Adequately and, most of 

all, well-trained skilled personnel should be avail-

able on all levels of the value creation chain. De-

spite these factors, it is all the more important to 

find suitable personnel to meet significant needs. 

Many instruments of personnel recruitment can 

be used to reach this goal. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 36: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Development of Human 
Resources” within the comparative portfolios 
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 Development of Entrepreneurship 
 

As a rule, young business starters in the phase of 

setting up and establishing business need to be 

supported by competent and experienced ex-

perts. During this phase, the focus must be put 

on the development and implementation of inno-

vative ideas in the first place and on a good busi-

ness plan. Business starters should receive the 

right advice in order to deal with questions such 

as:  

 “What is the process of starting business 

like?” 

 “How can a business plan be developed?” 

 “Where can I obtain the necessary capital?” 

 “Are there alternative financing options?” 

 “What is the right legal form?”  

 “How can a sales network be built up?”  

 

It is the role of the cluster management to provide 

some support or to organise a process to gain 

such support based on knowledge within the en-

tire partnership in the cluster. Of course, this can 

be done as well by involving external expertise. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Development of Entrepre-
neurship” within the comparative portfolios 
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 Supporting Policy Development  
 

Cluster initiatives can be powerful allies for eco-

nomic development agencies and other policy 

actors in the context of policy development. Clus-

ter managers are closely connected to their re-

gion’s most relevant players and organisations, 

they have a deep understanding of significant in-

dustry sectors and central technologies, and, 

most importantly, they are constantly tracing new 

economic, industry and/or technology trends. 

There are various ways how cluster stakeholders 

can be involved in policy development, e.g. by 

contributing to (regional) innovation strategies, 

participating in strategy workshops, representing 

the region in (inter-)national/European working 

groups, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 38: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Supporting Policy Devel-
opment” within the comparative portfolios 
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 Internationalisation of the Cluster Participants 
 

For many cluster participants the main reason for 

going international is to keep their lead in techno-

logical development and to strengthen their own 

position on markets worldwide. Furthermore, the 

expectation of improving the access to identified 

target markets in order to take advantage of the 

cooperation more easily and efficiently is a com-

mon motive. In case a cluster internally lacks 

some important competences, the primary objec-

tive of taking part in international cooperation is 

to obtain missing know-how on usability or tech-

nology. This becomes especially important if 

cluster organisations are active in areas with 

broad technological character. 

 

The cluster participants, mainly small entities, of-

ten lack time, resources or budgets to success-

fully realise internationalisation processes. This 

is the rationale for Cluster Management Organi-

sations to provide customised supporting 

measures and tools to the cluster participants on 

their paths to internationalisation, as they usually 

have more resources at their disposal and are 

more experienced in internationalisation matters. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39: Services provided by Cluster Management Organisations in the service category “Internationalisation of 
cluster’s participants” within the comparative portfolios 
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 Contacts, Achievements and Recognition 
 

 Degree of Fulfilment of the Implementation Plan 
 
The implementation plan of the cluster’s strategic 

planning should exist in a written form. It should 

contain measurable targets and dedicated budg-

ets and suit the strategic challenges. The degree 

of fulfilment of the implementation plan during the 

previous year of activity enables the self-assess-

ment of the Cluster Management Organisation’s 

labour efficiency and of the strategic challenges’ 

objectivity. 

The monitoring of the degree of fulfilment of the 

implementation plan’s specific items could also 

be used as an input for strategy reviews or dis-

cussions with various stakeholders of the cluster 

(including funding organisations). Learning ef-

fects should allow for more realistic planning in 

the future with necessary efforts to achieve cer-

tain effects being planned more precisely. 

 

 

 

Figure 40: Degree of fulfilment of the implementation plan in the previous year of activity within the comparative port-
folios 
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 External Cooperation Requests Received by the Cluster  
 
The recognition and visibility of a cluster is often 

reflected in a high number of external cooperation 

requests coming from relevant actors and re-

ceived by the Cluster Management Organisation.  

 

The amount of external cooperation requests 

within the last 2 years is represented on a scale 

ranging:

 

 from (0) no cooperation requests; 

 to (4) large number of cooperation requests. 

 

This scale is relative and cannot be quantified, as 

a definite number of external cooperation re-

quests can be considered as low for some clus-

ters and as large for others. This consideration is 

highly influenced for example by the cluster’s 

age, maturity and size.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 41: Number of external cooperation requests received by Cluster Management Organisations within the compar-
ative portfolios 
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 Characteristics of Cooperation with Clusters from other Countries 
 

The characteristics of cooperation with clusters 

from other countries are analysed. This particu-

larly has to be seen in relation to the geographic 

priorities of the cluster strategy. If internationali-

sation has a certain share, then it should be as-

sumed that cooperation with clusters (Cluster 

Management Organisations as well as actors 

from the clusters) has reached a certain level al-

ready, meaning that collaborative projects or joint 

actions are already ongoing. The lower the inter-

national priority within the strategy is judged, the 

less probable it is that any type of international 

cooperation will be implemented or prepared. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42: Characteristics of cooperation with clusters from other countries within the comparative portfolios 
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 Media Visibility 
 

Media visibility on regional, national and interna-

tional level is important for clusters to attract part-

ners, clients etc. Thus, the visibility of the cluster 

is assessed in terms of the frequency of media 

appearances.  

The visibility of the cluster was analysed on a 

scale ranging from 0 (None) to 4 (High), which is 

more than 48 media appearances in the past 

twelve months (equals four media appearances 

per month). 

 

 

 

Figure 43: Media appearance of clusters within the comparative portfolios 
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 Effect of the Work of the Cluster Management Organisation on R&D Ac-
tivities of the Cluster Participants 

 

The effect of the Cluster Management Organisa-

tion’s work on the cluster participants’ R&D activ-

ities is indicated by the following figure. The spec-

trum and frequency of services provided by the 

cluster management with respect to R&D is ex-

pected to have an impact on the R&D activities of 

the cluster’s participants. The cluster managers 

self-assessed the impact of their work according 

to the following scale: 

 

 (4) Significant and sustainable effects on a 

significant number of the cluster’s partici-

pants in the field of R&D; 

 (3) Significant and sustainable effects on a 

reasonable number of the cluster’s partici-

pants in the field of R&D; 

 (2) Measurable effects on a certain number 

of the cluster’s participants in the field of 

R&D, but not yet really significant and/or 

sustainable; 

 (1) Limited effects on a small number of the 

cluster’s participants in the field of R&D;  

 (0) No effect yet. 

 

The self-assessment covers different categories 

of the cluster’s participants (SME, Non-SME, 

R&D organisations and universities). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44: Effect of the work of Cluster Management Organisations on R&D activities of the cluster’s participants  
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 Effect of the Cluster Management Organisation’s Specific R&D-oriented 
Services on SME Participants  

 

The following figure displays a correlation be-

tween the spectrum and intensity (in terms of fre-

quency) of specific R&D&I-oriented services and 

the impact of the cluster management organisa-

tion’s work on SME R&D activities. The more ser-

vices are provided (see e.g. the median value), 

the higher the impact on SME R&D activities is 

expected.  

 

The spectrum and intensity of the R&D&I-ori-

ented services are summarised in a composite in-

dicator. The indicator is determined by incorpo-

rating all services analysed in chapter 3.5 which 

have direct influence on R&D activities rather 

than business and/or commercial activities. 

Every single service furthermore is weighted spe-

cifically within the composite indicator.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 45: Effect of R&D oriented service spectrum and intensity on SME R&D activities within the technological port-
folio 
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Figure 46: Effect of R&D oriented service spectrum and intensity on SME R&D activities within the excellence portfolio 
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 Effect of the Cluster Management Organisation’s Work on the Cluster 
Participants’ Business Activities  

 

The effect of the Cluster Management Organisa-

tion’s work on the cluster participants’ business 

activities is indicated by the following figure. The 

spectrum and the frequency of services provided 

by the cluster management team, with respect to 

business development, are expected to influence 

the business activities of the cluster’s partici-

pants. The cluster managers self-assessed the 

effect of their work according to the following 

scale: 

 

 (4) Significant and sustainable effects on a 

significant number of the cluster’s partici-

pants in the field of business development; 

 (3) Significant and sustainable effects on a 

reasonable number of the cluster’s partici-

pants in the field of business development; 

 (2) Measurable effects on a certain number 

of the cluster’s participants in the field of 

business development, but not yet really sig-

nificant and/or sustainable; 

 (1) Limited effects on a small number of the 

cluster’s participants in the field of business 

development;  

 (0) No effect yet. 

 

The self-assessment covers different categories 

of the cluster’s participants (SME, Non-SME, uni-

versities, R&D organisations, and training and 

education providers). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47: Effect of the work of Cluster Management Organisations on business activities of cluster participants  
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 Effect of the Cluster Management Organisation’s Specific Business-ori-
ented Services on SME Participants  

 

The following figure displays a correlation be-

tween the spectrum and intensity (in terms of fre-

quency) of specific business-oriented services 

and the effect of the cluster management organi-

sation’s work on SME business activities. The 

more services are provided (see e.g. the median 

value), the higher the effect on SME business ac-

tivities is expected.  

 

The spectrum and intensity of the business-ori-

ented services are summarised in a composite in-

dicator. The indicator is determined by incorpo-

rating all services analysed in chapter 3.5 which 

have direct influence on business activities rather 

than R&D activities. Every single service further-

more is weighted specifically within the compo-

site indicator.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 48: Effect of service spectrum and intensity on SME business activities within the technological portfolio 
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Figure 49: Effect of service spectrum and intensity on SME business activities within the excellence portfolio 
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 Effect of the Cluster Management Organisation’s Work on the Cluster 
Participants’ International Activities 

 

The effect of the Cluster Management Organisa-

tion’s efforts on the cluster participants’ interna-

tional activities is indicated by the following figure. 

The spectrum and the frequency of services pro-

vided by the cluster management with respect to 

international activities are expected to affect the 

cluster’s participants. The cluster managers self-

assessed the effect of their work according to the 

following scale: 

 

 (4) Significant and sustainable effects on a 

significant number of the cluster’s partici-

pants in the field of international activities; 

 (3) Significant and sustainable effects on a 

reasonable number of the cluster’s partici-

pants in the field of international activities; 

 (2) Measurable effects on a certain number 

of the cluster’s participants in the field of in-

ternational activities, but not yet really signif-

icant and/or sustainable; 

 (1) Limited effects on a small number of the 

cluster’s participants in the field of interna-

tional activities; 

 (0) No effect yet. 

 

The self-assessment covers different categories 

of the cluster’s participants (SME, Non-SME, uni-

versities, R&D organisations, and training and 

education providers). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 50: Impact of the Cluster Management Organisations’ work on international activities of cluster’s participants  

 

 

0

1

2

3

4

SME

Non-SME

R&D institutionsUniversities

Training and education providers

Effect on the international activities

Excellence Level [58] Slovakia [25] Food industry (non-biotech) and AgroTech [17] Exporteri

Effect Intensity Index





 

SVK033202109C211241  73 

ANNEX I: Lessons Learnt 
 

 

Ten years after introducing the benchmarking 

scheme in 2010 with more than 1,100 bench-

marked Cluster Management Organisations 

worldwide, ESCA has drawn various conclusions 

as regards successful cluster development which 

might inspire other Cluster Management Organi-

sations to revise their strategy and service port-

folios, such as characteristics of a good/excellent 

cluster management, general weaknesses and 

failures, new megatrends or examples of good 

practice. 

 

 

 

The Need for a sound Cluster Strategy 
 
An elaborated and well-implemented cluster 

strategy is key for successful cluster develop-

ment. The strategy is ideally developed in close 

collaboration with the cluster participants but as 

well integrating trends and ongoing activities in 

science and technology, and social and eco-

nomic developments. Stimulating and conduction 

a process for strategy-building is thus a major ac-

tivity for the Cluster Management Organisation. 

Such a (clear) process for developing and regu-

larly updating the strategy should be well defined 

and conducted, including the following activities: 

 

 Identification of the industry and market chal-

lenges, e.g. by conducting an industry analy-

sis on the attractiveness of the strategic seg-

ments in which the cluster participants (com-

panies) compete or could compete, based on 

own studies and/or existing studies. Identify-

ing the attractiveness of the current strategic 

segment and/or analysing new, more attrac-

tive strategic segments. Where appropriate, 

including opportunities around great societal 

challenges. In most cases the scope must 

not only be national, but global.  

 Understanding the different business models 

by analysing the value chain and value sys-

tems regarding the existing industrial/techno-

logical sector and needed value systems for 

the transformation of the cluster strategy into 

a new, more attractive strategic segment. 

The possibilities of accessing and exploiting 

necessary knowledge need to be determined 

and described from outside the cluster as 

well, and need to be used in this strategic 

process. 

 A proactive attitude coming from the cluster 

manager is required, in monitoring not only 

technological but also business trends in the 

sector, and in identifying and proposing new 

and more attractive business models/strate-

gic segments. When proposing new models, 

the cluster manager should identify which ac-

tivities in the current value chain need to im-

prove and use international references. 

Benchmarking with other clusters or bench-

marking of certain selected activities in com-

parison to these from other clusters is neces-

sary in order to launch actions/projects to im-

prove innovation. The cluster manager 

should not only act as a facilitator of projects 

or as a cluster’s secretary, but should show 

leadership by anticipating trends, questioning 

weak business models and helping to 

change it if necessary. 

 The links to other strategies need to be un-

derstood and articulated so it can clearly be 

seen that the cluster strategy is in line with 

other strategies at European, member state, 

regional, sectoral and of course also societal 

levels. This will include an explanation of how 

the cluster strategy will help to deliver the 

other strategies and vice versa. 

 Typical strategy-building tools should be 

used wherever appropriate: Workshops for 

small groups, internally and/or externally 

moderated, strategic planning tools such as 

SWOT analyses or similar instruments 
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should be considered, feedback-loops with 

stakeholders, etc. 

 As the involvement of the cluster participants 

should be considered, the cluster partici-

pants’ feedback (in surveys, specific feed-

back workshops, etc.) can be obtained. Such 

results can then be taken into account. The 

involvement of cluster participants and com-

panies is essential. 

 

 

Adopting new Megatrends: Digitalisation, Climate Change and So-
cial Economy 
 
While elaborating a sound cluster strategy signif-

icantly depends on the continuous monitoring of 

technology and business trends in the respective 

industry sectors, Cluster Management Organisa-

tions are increasingly confronted with global meg-

atrends, which they often need to adopt in order 

to remain competitive, in particular, digitalisation, 

climate change/circular economy and social 

economy/social innovation. In addition, as taking 

part in public programmes, including EU projects, 

often requires having a digital, green or social 

profile, adopting these megatrends can help 

Cluster Management Organisations signal to 

stakeholders that they are in line with national 

and international policy priorities.  

 

Digital Transformation 

Given today’s significant discrepancies between 

sectors and countries with regards to the status 

of digitalisation, in particular, the Internet of 

Things (IoT) and Artificial Intelligence (AI), man-

aging digital transformation is one of the major 

challenges for cluster participants, particularly 

SMEs. Due to their heterogeneity in internal ca-

pacity, resources and size, cluster participants 

need tailor-made support measures based on 

their individual needs. Cluster Management Or-

ganisations can create the right eco-systems to 

facilitate digital transformation by providing the 

appropriate physical and digital infrastructure, by 

providing access to talent with adequate digital 

skills, by raising awareness and by providing 

guidance on available instruments and solutions 

(i.e. capacity building) and financial support, at 

the regional, national and European levels or as 

venture capital. 

 

Green Transition 

With climate change topping the international 

agenda and local and national governments in-

creasingly committing themselves to ambitious 

efforts in tackling climate change and adapting to 

its effects, cluster participants are increasingly 

urged to becoming more resource efficient, e.g. 

by reducing greenhouse gas emissions or by sav-

ing on energy, material and water costs. 

Throughout Europe, environment-oriented clus-

ters have taken up the topic of circular economy 

and resource efficiency. Various benchmarked 

Cluster Management Organisations have 

adopted the circular economy as a specific focus 

area and initiate projects in which cluster partici-

pants can learn about implementing tools for re-

source efficiency. Moreover, Cluster Manage-

ment Organisations can help foster resource effi-

cient business models among participants and 

create a space for collaboration in which new in-

novative technologies and products can thrive 

and prosper. Moreover, they can enable the de-

velopment of circular value chains by facilitating 

(international) cross-sectorial collaboration.  

 

Social Economy and Social Innovation 

The social economy is defined as the proportion 

of the economy that aims at making profits for 

people other than investors and owners, includ-

ing cooperatives, non-profit associations, mutual 

societies, foundations or even in some countries 

commercial enterprises with societal concerns. 

Together, they can co-create value for both part-

ners and become a real source of jobs and social 

impact in Europe. By helping to promote start-ups 

and accelerators, Cluster Management Organi-

sations can act as catalyst for bringing traditional 
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enterprises and social economy enterprises to-

gether and link both sectors. The European Com-

mission, in particular, has placed a strong focus 

on these initiatives as potential solutions for many 

social problems in Europe, empowering a social 

economy through different platforms and pro-

jects.  

 

 

Customised Services are Key 
 

Services are a Cluster Management Organisa-

tion’s key instrument for facilitating collaboration 

among cluster participants, triggering innovation, 

addressing new tech, business or mega trends or 

facilitating regional development. The bench-

marking data clearly highlights a strong correla-

tion between the quality and intensity (i.e. devel-

opment, content and delivery) of a Cluster Man-

agement Organisation’s service portfolio and 

SME’s R&D and business activities as well as the 

general degree of cooperation within the cluster 

initiative.  

 

Developing a customised service-portfolio re-

quires a solid knowledge of the organisation and 

an understanding of the specific expectations, 

needs and demands of its relevant stakeholders. 

Tools for cluster mapping are, for example, actor 

or network analyses, value chain analyses, visual 

road mapping, SWOT, etc. As certain services, 

such as self-funded R&D projects or collaborative 

B2Bprojects require a higher level of trust and ac-

tive participation of cluster participants, cluster 

managers should particularly focus their analysis 

on the level of commitment of their participants 

and the organisation’s overall level of maturity.  

 

Developing a service portfolio is not about an “ei-

ther/or” of services, but about the integrated offer 

of demand-driven services, such as facilitating 

the digital transformation or business modelling 

of cluster participants, commercialising R&D re-

sults and thus triggering innovation-based eco-

nomic growth or supporting regional economic 

development. Cluster Management Organisa-

tions that feature such an integration of services 

are typically steered by a sound cluster strategy 

that addresses the cluster participants’ specific 

support needs (see above).  

 

The below described general service portfolio 

(Figure 50) highlights a variety of services that 

Cluster Management Organisations typically of-

fer. The selected services are assigned to six 

specific objectives (visibility, workforce develop-

ment, business development, internationalisa-

tion, innovation creation, and regional develop-

ment) and arranged by their levels of complexity 

and sustainability. The benchmarking data shows 

that there are some key impact-relevant services 

that are offered by most Cluster Management Or-

ganisation in support of cluster participants’ activ-

ities, namely bringing participants together, or-

ganising workshops or thematic events to further 

discuss ideas that evolved from the matchmaking 

and applying for funding of projects resulting from 

these workshops or thematic events.  

 

Ultimately, it is the combination and interaction of 

different services that yields an effect of the clus-

ter management’s activities on, for example, the 

R&D and business activities of SMEs. This, 

again, largely depends on the cluster manage-

ment’s quality (or better, excellence) as regards 

a professional development and implementation 

of services that address the needs of cluster par-

ticipants. 
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Figure 51: Integrated service portfolio of a Cluster Management Organisation 

 

 

As cross-sectoral collaboration has become 

increasingly important for cluster initiatives, it is 

particularly interesting to see how Cluster Man-

agement Organisations can stimulate and pro-

mote this in an appropriate manner. Most of the 

excellent-rated Cluster Management Organisa-

tions have addressed cross-sectoral collabora-

tion as a key strategic priority. They have realised 

that the development of new value chains is cru-

cial for the development of their industry. In order 

to translate their strategic objectives into tangible 

results, they combine different services from their 

respective service portfolios to facilitate cross-

sectoral collaboration, including matchmaking 

events, working groups or R&D projects. The 

question thus is not whether a Cluster Manage-

ment Organisation needs specific cross-sectoral 

collaboration instruments, but how already exist-

ing instruments are coordinated in a service port-

folio that strategically addresses cross-sectoral 

collaboration.  

 

Every new value chain or emerging industry 

starts with the observation that there is an oppor-

tunity for the development of a new market (“mar-

ket intelligence services”), then partners are 

needed to develop ideas on how one can take 

advantage of these opportunities (“matchmaking 

services”). Once ideas are born, they need to be 

translated into projects (“project development 

services”), new knowledge might be worth shar-

ing with others (“technology transfer services”) 

and funding is required (“innovation vouchers”). 

Last but not least, it is of outmost importance to 

reach out to other sectors on a constant basis 

(“strategic cross-cluster collaboration”). 

 

Figure 52: Strategic cross-sectoral collaboration 
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Communication and (Self) Marketing 
 
The best strategy, complemented by the best ser-

vices, and the generation of many positive effects 

and impacts should be used for promotion: inter-

nally within the cluster to demonstrate the appro-

priateness of the ongoing actions to all partici-

pants, but also externally to promote the cluster 

initiative as such towards relevant stakeholders 

in policy, science, industry and to support the 

cluster participants’ individual communication ac-

tivities.  

 

A well-structured web-appearance both in the lo-

cal language and (at least) in English and the use 

of relevant social media are fundamental. Priority 

should be given to the availability of cluster-rele-

vant information and contact persons. 

 

Any communication and appearance in media 

should be monitored, nationally and internation-

ally (particularly, if internationalisation is of im-

portance in the strategy). How visible is the clus-

ter in the technological/business community, 

does the recognition match the expectations ac-

cording to targets being set as part of the strat-

egy? 

 

External communication should certainly be com-

plemented by internal communication which is for 

cluster participants only. The number of Cluster 

Management Organisations using a Customer 

Relation Management (CRM) tool is increasing. 

With such a tool, an information filtering process 

can be supported to provide information to cluster 

participants in a very individual manner. CRM 

systems also function as institutional memory for 

the cluster management team. 

 

Experience shows that well-managed clusters 

generally reach high quality levels in these overall 

aspects of communication and (self) marketing. 

 

 

Main Management Shortcomings (based on data assessed 2016-
2019) 
 
Slightly more than half of the Cluster Manage-

ment Organisations in Europe show a critical re-

lationship between committed and non-com-

mitted cluster participants, meaning a higher 

percentage of cluster participants (> 20 %) to be 

considered as non-committed.  

 

Committed participation of companies and re-

search actors is a key requirement for the suc-

cessful development and implementation of 

cluster projects. If companies and research ac-

tors commit themselves by contributing financial 

means (e. g. membership fees) and/or by ac-

tively participating in cluster activities such as 

projects or matchmaking events on a regular 

basis, the Cluster Management Organisation 

can better reach its strategic objectives. Non-

committed cluster participants are often mere 

followers of cluster activities looking for access 

to advantages without costs or without the pro-

vision of own contributions to the entire cluster. 

 

Clusters should have the right balance as re-

gards the composition of the cluster partici-

pants. Slightly two-thirds of the Cluster Man-

agement Organisations face challenges in this 

regard, either because the share of companies 

in the cluster is too small in comparison to the 

number of research actors and intermediaries 

or because they lack research and education 

actors and/or any other intermediaries at all. 

 

About three-quarters of the Cluster Manage-

ment Organisations do not pay enough atten-

tion to further education and training of their 

staff (life-long learning). As industries are con-

stantly developing, it is of outmost importance 
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that the cluster management keeps itself up-

dated by participating in technical and manage-

ment training on a regular basis and in a 

planned manner while having resources ear-

marked accordingly. In fact, a reason for the ne-

glect of further education and training is often a 

lack of financing. 

 

56 % of the Cluster Management Organisations 

do not have a stable financial outlook that 

goes beyond the next two years. The reason for 

this can be found in the fact that many Cluster 

Management Organisations receive financial 

support from public programmes. These pro-

grammes are generally limited in time, with 

funding periods of 2-3 years. Another explana-

tion is that they have not yet developed a con-

vincing “business case” that encourages cluster 

participants to finance the cluster management 

on a more long-term basis. 

 

Cluster Management Organisations were asked 

to present success stories to provide evidence 

of their influence on industry development. Alt-

hough most of the Cluster Management Organ-

isations are able to present good projects and 

initiatives that indeed demonstrate good work, 

only a few Cluster Management Organisations 

can present success stories that qualify as “ex-

cellent success stories” meaning that projects 

are somehow unique and demonstrate some 

level of impact, e.g. by entering new territories 

of cluster development or changing existing 

structures in a profound way, such as joint de-

velopment of study courses with universities 

that contribute to the development of skills in 

emerging industries. 

 

Nearly 40 % of the Cluster Management Organ-

isations do not conduct satisfaction surveys 

among their cluster participants, although such 

surveys help to collect information about the 

support needs of cluster participants and pro-

vide feedback on how successful the Cluster 

Management Organisation’s work is. Such 

feedback is essential for the further develop-

ment of a strategy and a service portfolio that 

facilitates the development of the cluster. It may 

also help to develop services for which cluster 

participants are ready to pay. 

 

Further weaknesses could be determined in 

particular when analysing Cluster Management 

Organisations from the Central, Southern and 

Eastern European Member States. Reasons 

however, could not be extracted from the data 

available:  

 

 Several clusters feature a sub-critical num-

ber of committed cluster participants. 

Two thirds of the clusters have less than 40 

participants. As an outcome of ECEI it was 

stated that a minimum of 40 participants ap-

pears to be necessary to have a well-pre-

pared and not only sufficient nurturing 

ground for the development of ideas and 

projects within a cluster.  

 

 Clusters are less integrated in the national 

and regional innovation system. While 

universities and research institutions partic-

ipate in the clusters, clusters interact only to 

a limited extent with relevant intermediar-

ies, as innovation service providers, busi-

ness incubators, technology transfer agen-

cies, financial institutions, etc. 

 

 55 % of the Cluster Management Organisa-

tions offer only a limited number of services 

to the cluster participants or focus only on 

few areas. In order to support innovation, 

the service portfolio of Cluster Manage-

ment Organisations should include at least 

the following service areas: infor-

mation/market intelligence, matchmaking, 

initiation of R&D and innovation projects, 

promotion of the cluster and internationali-

sation. Human development initiatives or 

support of entrepreneurship are also im-

portant areas. 
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ANNEX II: The European Cluster Excellence Initia-
tive (ECEI) 
 
In an effort to create more world-class clusters 

across Europe, the European Commission (DG 

GROW) launched in 2009 the European Cluster 

Excellence Initiative (ECEI) to raise the innova-

tion capacity and competitiveness of cluster or-

ganisations by focusing on cluster management. 

After termination of the financial support from the 

European Commission in 2012, ECEI project 

partners, holding the respective intellectual prop-

erty rights of the cluster excellence labelling 

methodology and training activities, agreed to fur-

ther develop and promote a European wide 

benchmarking and labelling scheme for cluster 

organisations. The European Secretariat for 

Cluster Analysis (ESCA) was established and 

hosted by VDI/VDE–IT in Berlin. The labelling ap-

proach was implemented as a service for cluster 

organisation striving for cluster management ex-

cellence. 

 

ECEI has become a clear success story with the 

labelling scheme being extensively used in nu-

merous countries. The ECEI labels (Bronze, Sil-

ver, and Gold) are widely recognised as a credi-

ble “international standard for cluster manage-

ment”. 

 

A review of the labelling system within the frame-

work of the ECEI – Phase II (2017-2019), which 

was again supported by the European Commis-

sion, resulted in a further development of the gov-

ernance and management system of the labelling 

scheme. Main features of the new labelling sys-

tem are increased transparency, efficiency and 

the strengthening of the European dimension of 

the cluster labelling. 

 

Purpose of the Labelling Scheme 

 

Excellent management is considered to be a 

main prerequisite for cluster organisations to 

achieve the highest impacts within a given tech-

nological, industrial, regional, and legislative 

framework for the cluster participants, the indus-

trial sector in general, or the development of re-

gions. Furthermore, common standards for ex-

cellent cluster management facilitate mutual un-

derstanding necessary for cross-sectoral cooper-

ation between cluster organisations, their partici-

pants and policy makers. 

 

The ECEI labelling and benchmarking process is 

based on a set of quality indicators and includes 

on-site interviews and assessments by ECEI ex-

perts and intense discussions and (oral and writ-

ten) advice given by these experts to cluster man-

agers. The system is designed to deliver on a 

range of goals, such as helping cluster managers 

improve their management skills, capacities and 

knowledge; enhancing the quality of services pro-

vided to cluster participants; increasing the legiti-

macy of cluster organisations to be active in new 

support areas; improving national and interna-

tional visibility and facilitating communication; or 

improving marketing and cooperation opportuni-

ties. In addition, the benchmarking exercise can 

help clarify and communicate the cluster strategy 

to cluster participants and offer novel insights on 

marketing, market positioning, competition, prod-

ucts and future perspectives. Finally, the system 

is set up to help cluster policy makers and re-

gional developers identify high performing cluster 

organisations within their respective region. 

 

The ECEI quality labelling system consists of 

three levels – Bronze, Silver and Gold.  
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The “Cluster Management Excellence Label 

GOLD – Proven for Cluster Excellence” depicts 

the highest standard of cluster management 

practice. It certifies excellent cluster manage-

ment according to the approach developed in 

ECEI. The GOLD label is awarded to Cluster 

Management Organisations, which have reached 

a cluster management excellence score of ≥ 80 

% during an external expert assessment, accord-

ing to the 31 quality indicators elaborated within 

ECEI. The procedures of expert assessment and 

award of the label are monitored by a “Cluster Ex-

cellence Expert Group”, consisting of all cluster 

managers holding a valid GOLD label. By this an 

international recognition of the GOLD label is 

guaranteed.  

 

The validity of the GOLD label is limited to two 

years. It can be extended in validity during the va-

lidity period or latest one year after expiry for an-

other three years in various manners: 

 Improvement projects have successfully 

been implemented and validated accord-

ing to „EFQM Committed to Excellence” 

(see www.efqm.org).   

 Certification of the operation of the clus-

ter organisation with ISO 9001, or at least 

the presentation of a recent “ISO 9001 

Pre-audit Report” indicating a positive 

assessment for advancing in a ISO 9001 

certification process 

 Successful management improvement 

projects being conducted during the two 

years of GOLD Label validity which have 

been certified by any well-recognised au-

thority for management certification 

(upon application and pre-approval of 

procedure by ESCA) 

 Re-assessment of ECEI quality indica-

tors with positive result, conducted by 

listed ECEI experts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cluster management organisations that do not 

meet these high standards yet, but are interested 

in demonstrating both to their cluster participants 

and potential partners that they are on the path 

towards cluster management excellence, can in 

a first step subject themselves to a an assess-

ment for the “Cluster Management Excellence 

Label BRONZE – Striving for Cluster Excellence”. 

consisting of 

 a cluster benchmarking process by an 

impartial benchmarking expert 

 Fulfilling certain eligibility criteria for be-

ing awarded the BRONZE Label 

 

The BRONZE label confirms the organisation’s 

status as a Cluster Management Organisation 

with a serious interest in striving for excellence. 

 

The validity of the BRONZE label is limited to two 

years from the date of the award after the bench-

marking interview. It can be extended in validity 

during the validity period or latest one year after 

expiry for another three years by going through 

the same process again. 

 

  

http://www.efqm.org/
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The “Cluster Management Excellence Label SIL-

VER – Dedicated to Cluster Excellence” certifies 

a longer-term ongoing successful pro-cess of im-

proving cluster management in the Cluster Man-

agement Organisation. The eligibility criteria for 

applying for this label are:  

 having achieved a BRONZE Label more 

than 1.5 years ago and being able to pre-

sent full proof of evidence in at least 

three areas where significant improve-

ments could be achieved since the last 

benchmarking interview AND  

 all minimum criteria of the indicators in 

regard to the GOLD Label are met.  

 

The SILVER label is awarded upon positive vali-

dation of these improvements by an ECEI expert. 

It indicates that a Cluster Management Organisa-

tion is successfully working on improving cluster 

management in the long term. The SILVER label, 

valid for two years, therefore  

 

The validity of the SILVER label is limited to two 

years from the date of the award after the assess-

ment report is approved by ESCA. It can be ex-

tended in validity during the validity period or lat-

est one year after expiry for another three years 

by going through the same process again. 

 

 

Benchmarking versus Labelling  

 

The methodology used for the benchmarking of 

Cluster Management Organisations was origi-

nally introduced by VDI/VDE Innovation + Tech-

nik GmbH (VDI/VDE-IT) in 2008 and, since then, 

has been further developed in the context of sev-

eral national and European projects. Since the 

end of 2011, VDI/VDE-IT has merged all its activ-

ities related to benchmarking, analysing and ad-

vising Cluster Management Organisations and 

cluster policy stakeholders, including the activi-

ties conducted in ECEI, under the brand “ESCA 

– European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis”. 

Since then, ESCA, with its internal experts and a 

broad international network of specifically trained 

experts throughout and even beyond Europe, 

provides Cluster Management Organisations, 

policy makers and program agencies with cluster 

related analysis and advice and the services 

around the ECEI labelling scheme in particular as 

a one-stop shop.  

 

The benchmarking methodology aims at identify-

ing weak spots and encouraging cluster manag-

ers to take part in an improvement process and 

to become better by comparing themselves to 

peers and learning from the best. The ECEI la-

belling scheme additionally aims providing clus-

ter organisations a mean for demonstrating a 

high or excellent level of cluster management 

achieved. 

 

Today, the activities of ESCA and the three ECEI 

labels of are well recognised by Cluster Manage-

ment Organisations and cluster policy stakehold-

ers worldwide. In many cluster support pro-

grammes, related activities for improving cluster 

management and aiming to be awarded with the 

respective label are implemented, including 

those of the European Commission (DG 

GROWTH).  

 

Many of the indicators used within the bench-

marking exercise are similar or even the same as 

in the approach for the GOLD Label. Further de-

velopment of the labelling scheme, for example 

during the ECEI – Phase II project (2017-2019) 

addressed increasing the compatibility of indica-

tors used in the different labelling processes. The 

main difference is that the benchmarking exer-

cise approach is a self-assessment and no fur-

ther full proof for the data is required. In contrast, 

the ECEI approach for assessing the GOLD La-

bel is based on an external assessment which 

states whether a cluster management fulfils cer-

tain quality criteria or not, based on proof of evi-

dence being provided. Consequently, the ECEI 

indicators reflect excellence thresholds, which is 

not the case in the benchmarking exercise. 
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A set of 31 quality indicators, measurement pro-

cedures and excellence thresholds have been 

elaborated in ECEI for the GOLD Label. A list of 

these quality indicators is published under 

www.cluster-analysis.org.  

 

The following table lists selected Cluster Man-

agement Organisation management excellence 

indicators of the GOLD Label where relevant data 

was collected within the benchmarking exercise 

(the full set of ECEI indicators is not covered 

here). In the three columns on the right it is indi-

cated how the Cluster Management Organisation 

performs according to the quality level defined by 

ECEI. 

 

The colours indicate the level of performance as 

follows: 

 GREEN: Excellent level of performance. 

Only minor improvements are – if at all – pos-

sible; 

 YELLOW: Reasonable level of performance. 

Potential for improvements which are neces-

sary for reaching a GOLD Label; 

 RED: Certain criteria for good practise in 

cluster management are not reached and/or 

it is recommended to take these weak spots 

into consideration for the further develop-

ment of the Cluster Management Organisa-

tion management. 

 

Thus, a quick overview is provided in areas of im-

provement for reaching a level of cluster manage-

ment excellence which could lead to the GOLD 

Label. However, it has to be clearly noted that the 

data for this overview was assessed in a different 

manner during the benchmarking as it would 

have been assessed within a GOLD label as-

sessment procedure and that some of the projec-

tions do not represent the full scope of the details 

of the ECEI indicators. 

 

  

http://www.cluster-analysis.org/
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Table 6: ECEI set of quality indicators 

 

  

 GREEN 
Quality 
Level 

YELLOW 
Quality 
Level 

RED 
Quality 
Level 

STRUCTURE OF THE CLUSTER 

 Committed cluster participation x   

Composition of the cluster participants x   

Number of committed cluster participants in total x   

Geographical concentration of the cluster participants  x  

TYPOLOGY, GOVERNANCE, COOPERATION 

 Maturity of the cluster management   x 

Human resources available for cluster management x   

Skills and Competences of the cluster management team  x   

Lifelong learning aspects for the cluster management team   x 

Stability and continuity of human resources of the cluster manage-
ment team 

x   

Stability of cluster participation x   

Clarity of roles – involvement of stakeholders in decision making pro-
cesses 

 x  

Direct personal contacts between the cluster management team and 
the cluster participants 

 x  

Degree of cooperation within the cluster participants x   

Integration of the Cluster Management Organisation in the innovation 
system 

x   

FINANCING 

 Prospects of the financial resources of the Cluster Management Or-
ganisation  

  x 

Share of financial resources from private sources x   

STRATEGY, OBJECTIVES, SERVICES 

 Documentation and review of the cluster strategy  x  

 Implementation Plan, documentation and review cycles   x  

Degree of fulfilment of the implementation plan  x  

Activities and services of the cluster management x   

Working groups  x  

Cluster Management Organisation’s web presence x   

ACHIEVEMENTS, RECOGNITION 

 Recognition of the cluster in publications, press, media  x  

Success stories  x  

Cluster participants’ satisfaction surveys x   
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Requirements to Excellence According to Relevant ECEI Indicators 
 
The following requirements are supposed to be 

fulfilled by the Cluster Management Organisation 

in order to reach the level of excellence “GREEN” 

according to the ECEI indicators. 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE CLUSTER 

Geographical concentration of the cluster participants 

More than 70 % of the committed cluster participants should have their premises within a distance of around 150 km or 1.5h 

travel time from the headquarters or any regional office (if existing) of the Cluster Management Organisation in order to make 

personal contacts among the participants more feasible. 

TYPOLOGY, GOVERNANCE, COOPERATION 

Maturity of the cluster management 

As it takes time to successfully develop and implement activities for a cluster, a Cluster Management Organisation should nor-

mally need at least four years to reach a sufficient maturity. 

Lifelong learning aspects for the cluster management team 

Measures for lifelong training for the cluster management team should be planned and based on a sufficient budget. They 

should be implemented on a regular basis with more than two training days per year for every staff member. 

Clarity of roles - involvement of stakeholders in decision making 

At least five of the six following bullet points are considered necessary for Excellence: 

 Contracts, statutes, and/or bylaws exist that define benefits and responsibilities associated with committed member-

ship; 

 Legal form of the Cluster Management Organisation; 

 General manager of the Cluster Management Organisation is nominated and actively in place, managing his team, 

the day-to-day business, as well as the strategic activities of the cluster; 

 Regular General Assembly held at least every year, allowing cluster participants to express wishes and to provide 

input to the strategy of the Cluster Management Organisation; 

 A management board, mainly composed of representatives of industrial cluster participants, elected or nominated by 

the cluster participants in a transparent manner and having the decision power regarding strategic orientations, new 

membership requests, recruitment of Cluster Management Organisation management personnel, budget control, etc. 

Instead of a management board, specific high-level working groups could fulfil this role as well; 

 [Advisory board / scientific board(s) exist] OR [thematic committees composed of participants exist]; both to conduct 

decision making and to support the cluster management team in implementing the action plan. 

Direct personal contacts between the cluster management team and the cluster participants 

The management team should have direct personal contacts with more than 40 % of the cluster participants in the last year of 

activity. For excellence an even higher share of 60 % of the cluster participants reached is required. Eligible personal contacts 

are, for example, contacts during a visit at the cluster participant’s premises or a visit of the participant in the premises of the 

Cluster Management Organisation; an extensive bilateral exchange of information, for instance, via telephone or mail; joint 

work of the Cluster Management Organisation management staff and representatives of the cluster participants in specific pro-

jects, working groups, or other joint activities.  

FINANCING  

Prospects of financial resources 

The financial situation of a Cluster Management Organisation can be considered as excellent if the budget is secured for the 

next two years of activity and if there is a positive outlook beyond.  
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STRATEGY, OBJECTIVES, SERVICES 

Documentation and review of the cluster strategy 

The strategy of the cluster should be documented properly. It should cover all relevant strategic issues, topics, timeframes, 

etc., complemented by graphs/illustrations etc., clearly describing the long, medium and short term prospects. It is also im-

portant to implement processes for strategic planning, incl. a monitoring approach that documents the progress and impact of 

the implementation plan. Review measures and corrective actions should be documented as well in order to demonstrate con-

tinuous improvements. 

Implementation Plan, documentation and review cycles 

The implementation plan with measurable targets and dedicated budgets should exist in a written form and fit to the strategic 

challenges. The degree of fulfilment of the implementation plan during the last year of activity should be above 80 %.  

Working groups  

Working groups covering specific issues within the cluster should be set up to provide cluster participants with a platform for 

joint projects. It is consensus that the cluster management team shall rather facilitate cooperation between the cluster partici-

pants than being the driver and involved directly in all activities. Initiating and implementing a structure of working groups can 

be considered as good practice for Cluster Management Organisation management. 

ACHIEVEMENTS, RECOGNITION 

Recognition of the cluster in publications, press, media 

Public relation activities could be increased, there seems to be a limited awareness of the cluster on the local/regional level, on 

national/international level and/or within the industrial sector.   

Success stories  

Success stories of the cluster or its participants – if significantly supported by the activities of the Cluster Management Organi-

sation – should be communicated by the Cluster Management Organisation. The success stories should highlight the following 

points: 

 The complexity of the objectives and activities;  

 The positive impact on the majority of the cluster participants and industry in general; 

 The relevance and degree of contribution to the achievement of the cluster’s strategic objectives; 

 The contribution to the sustainability of the Cluster Management Organisation development. 

 


