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The semantic-conceptual problem  – For over twenty years the local development has been one of the 
main issues at academic and political level.  The heterogeneity of spatial concentrations (districts, 
clusters, Territorial Local Systems, local innovation systems) led some disciplines, such as economic 
and human geography, corporate planning and management innovation to investigate on their common 
features in order to detect specific analytical methods and useful instruments for the economic 
planning. 

Investigating on what is a local model of development, which are its components, detecting 
proxies of its existence or finding possible developments, is not merely a semantic exercise, but an 
attempt to give a systemic order to the different empirical realities. A form of local development that 
attracted interest in the Italian academic debate is the district “a socio-territorial entity characterized by the 
active presence of a community of people and a series of businesses in a well-defined natural and historical area” 
(Becattini, 1989, p. 112). According to Markusen (1996) the place in which the district underlines its 
peculiarities is a defined area in which the exchange has got a proper specialization. This analytical 
perspective, called geographic centered, lacks in the social component, even though it could be 
recognized through the economic component. Sforzi (2003, p. 394) underlines that a place is not simply 
a portion of a geographic area used by people and businesses with artificial borders; instead, it is a local 
system, that is, a social structure with territorial basis. In this structured area, both people who live 
there (local society) and the businesses that produce there (local economy) merge and coexist in the 
same place in everyday life. About the social component, as unavoidable building block, Camuffo and 
Grandinetti (2005) remark its role redefining the concept of district as  a content deriving from the 
production of knowledge, concentrated in the territory, and the existence of useful information 
channels for the former. The existence of a shared culture, that merge with the local economic system, 
is an essential element also in Belussi’s definition of district (2007).   

For several decades the concept of district had been a successful model of the Italian local 
development, but later it revealed its empirical and methodological vulnerability. The loss of 
competitiveness was caused by several reasons. The arrival of new technological paradigms and the 
dominating globalization are only partially responsible for such decline. Consideration about the 
endogenous gaps to the model (unrepeatable abroad, impermeable to international opportunities and 
possibilities, “traditional” production processes, absence of a constant and effective political support) 
have not weakened the interest in the analysis of local development phenomena, still characterized by 
industrial specialization and spatial concentration in Italy. 

 The literature, in a sort of “hunt for models” (Vallega, 2000), attempted to detect new 
interpretative models (clusters, Territorial Local Systems – SLoT, Local Innovation Systems – LIS) for 
those local development directions not totally included in the previous debate on district. Porter (1998, 
p. 78) describes clusters as “geographic concentrations of interconnected companies and institutions in a particular 
field”. The geographical proximity, as locus of relationships among businesses and institutions of a 
particular field, enables the cluster to have an ontological emphasis. At a later stage the author redefines 
the cluster as:  
 

«[…] a geographically proximate group of interconnected companies and associated institutions in 
a particular field, linked by commonalities and complementarities. The geographic scope of clusters ranges 
from a region, a state, or even a single city to span nearby or neighboring countries (e.g., southern Germany 
and German-speaking Switzerland). The geographic scope of a cluster relates to the distance over which 
informational, transactional, incentive, and other efficiencies occur». (Porter 2000, p. 16) 

 



 

 

Here the proximity is re-modulated in a strategic way: the simple coexistence of businesses and 
institutions in the same territory doesn’t indicate a cluster, because it has to presuppose that the 
subjects are complementary.  For Rosenfeld (1997, p. 4) a cluster is «a geographic bounded concentration of 
similar, related or complementary businesses with active channels for business transactions, communications and dialogue, 
that share specialized infrastructure, labour markets and services, and that are faced with common opportunities and 
threats», she emphasizes the heterogeneity of the existent channels, the importance of contextual factors 
to determine successes and failures of the clusters, the need of correlation or integration among 
businesses. A number of relevant contributions to the semantic discussion of cluster have been written 
by Baptista and Swann (1998), Feldman et al. (2007), Blum (2008), Engel and Del Palacio (2009); these 
will not be discussed here for matters of space. 

Thanks to the contribution of Dematteis and Governa (2005 p. 29) the concept of territorial 
local system (SLoT) was born; a local network of subjects, where, because of certain relationships 
among them and the local peculiarities of the milieu where they act and work, they behave as if a 
collective subject. This is an innovative approach: instead of detecting a “chunk of the territory” already 
defined as a system of relationships, one attempts to observe a series of proxies of the potential that is 
innate in the general behavior of a group of people living in a well-defined territory. As described by 
Muscarà (2006) the SLoT approach allows to solve two significant problems: the theoretical definition 
of systematic agglomeration phenomena of economic agents in a well-defined territory and the 
methodological problem of their identification.  

Now a brief overview on the concept of territorial local system is necessary, even though such 
concept predates the work of Dematteis and Governa. Freeman (1987) defines the Innovation Local 
System as a network of institutions that interact with each other in order to implement, release or 
modify technologies. The author’s thoughts and the phenomena of local development have several 
points in common: the network model, the heterogeneity of agents, the different strategic role of 
institutions and the different aims of systems.  For Lundvall (1992), who opts for a national based 
perspective, an innovation system is a mixture of economically relevant elements and relationships 
aimed to the development of innovation and the spreading of knowledge.  

Furthermore, the works of Nelson (1993), Patel and Pavitt (1994) and Metcalfe (1995) are 
worth mentioning. These authors underline the essential role of the institutions as a compass for 
technological evolution and innovative development of a nation. The work of Edquist (1997) is also 
relevant, he states that an innovation system is a whole series of economic, social, political and 
organizational factors involved in the creation and implementation of innovation.  

This brief overview on the academic debate on phenomena and models of local development 
underlines the lack of a coherent organization of several concepts: district, cluster, territorial local 
system and local innovation system. The emerging features of those phenomena have many points in 
common (Dosi, 1997) and at the same time many differences: on the one hand we risk to confer more 
than one definition to the same phenomenon and on the other hand we risk of not understanding the 
emerging features of the phenomena that we are analyzing. An exclusively theoretical debate, focused 
on the research of a definition that includes all the territorial local development’s features, could lead to 
a divergence from the empirical reality. The opinion of the present author is that a concept map and an 
interpretative model are needed, in order to evaluate and observe concrete case studies. The following 
proposal of interpretation allows to identify the macro aspects that could constitute an ideal local 
innovation system; however, this model is only a proposal, so it is necessarily open to any changes that 
will emerge during its use.  

 
Proposal of an interpretation of the phenomenon – Using the descriptive approach of the TLS analysis 

and the concept of building blocks by Storper and Warf (2000), we can identify three structural elements, 
four possible perspective of analysis and two types of result in the interpretative model. 

The actors are the key locations where decisions take place (Caniels and Romijn, 2005), 
however every space has its internal structure and its role in the system. The dimensional and strategic 
diversity of the actors often help to create and develop innovation (Ferreira and Serra, 2008; Maskell 
2001). All scholars agree that  institutions are a necessity (Breschi and Malerba, 2001; Koschatzky, 2008; 
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Perrons, 2008), which make up the local institutional structure (Ferrucci, 1999). Universities act as 
catalyst of excellent human resources and their presence in successful local innovation systems proves 
their importance.   

The organization is usually that of a web, because the web is the immaterial structure that allows 
the exchange of knowledge (Liu, 2011).   

Production is the goal of businesses: they produce goods or services that are already on the 
market or new goods or services. The latter is called innovation and concerns all the activities involved 
in the commercialization of new or improved products (Freeman, 1974), as a result of the integration 
among the different business functions and the various intercompany interactions (Schilling, 2009). In 
turn, the innovation has a spatial distribution (Breschi 1998; Moreno et al., 2005), path dependent 
(Beaudry and Breschi, 2003; Marullo et al., 2008), knowledge based (Miles et al., 2001; Masciarelli  et al., 
2007), relational based (Mytelka , 2000; Choi et al., 2010) 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pic. 1 – A proposal model of interpretation. 
Source: adaptation by Evangelista (2012) 

 
The life of organizations is fundamentally territorial (Brown et al., 2005): for this reason it is 

worth remembering the reasons why a territory is inviting. The geographical dimension is not an 
essential criteria, as Isaksen state s(2008), a business can be located over the borders of a Innovation 
Local System, but it can belong to it for functional reasons. On the contrary, the role of proximity, 
analyzed by Ferrante and Di Cagno (2004), depends on several factors: the types of production 
systems, the stage of the business life cycle, the level of heterogeneity among the actors and typology of 
a new process. In order for an Innovative Local System to survive to knowledge lock in phenomena, 
proximity needs to be mitigated by a right amount of distance, and local business relations should 
develop together with international ones. The disintegration of local relations led to the phenomenon 
called Non-spatial Local Innovation System  (Belussi, 2007). Those reflections mistakenly put into crisis 
the geographical analysis: in fact, Local Innovation Systems tend to expand, but this fact does not 
damage the role of the geographical space in which the relations take place.   

Businesses, institutions, universities, research centers are social entities interact and cooperate 
(Czepiel, 1975). The co-location implies the development of a shared language composed by codes of 
conducts, a system of shared values and also capital stock. In conclusion, it represents a resource that 
will optimize the exchange of knowledge which is necessary for innovation to take place. The 
reconstruction of the historical and semantic evolution of capital stock diverts from the aim of this 
work. For this reason only the work of Bourdieu (1980) will be mentioned. He claims that the capital 
stock is composed by material and non material resources, deriving from relations of mutual 
knowledge. Evaluating the capital stock is a complex operation, for this reason a series of proxies have 
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been identified (non-corporate and corporative entrepreneurships, shared goals, emotional 
involvement, rejection of competiveness in favor of coopetitive actions, presence of a network of 
informal relationships) rather than analytical methods. The social dimension remains an analytical 
perspective open to further development.  

The visible innovation processes in the Local Innovation Systems are the result of 
accumulation, union and stratification of knowledge among actors. The result of these processes 
becomes property of the entire organization, highly context specific, hard to transfer or reproduce. The 
most important strategic knowledge is the implicit one, which is not mentioned in handbooks because 
it derives from relations and routines (Frasca and Morone, 2007). The cognitive dimension has 
evaluating problems similar to those of the social dimension: for long patents were considered good 
indicators, but patentability depends on the type of innovation and involves development of knowledge 
in the mid-term view. Patents, alone are not sufficient to obtain an exhaustive representation of 
knowledge. Further proxies that are used in these cases are investments in R&D and the number of 
graduated employed. 

The temporal dimension allows to understand the evolution of Innovation Local System in 
order to identify its causes and possible interventions. The longitudinal analysis tends to underline some 
recurrent stages: Mella (2004), for example, proposes an evolutionary model that combines the internal 
strategic instances and possible changes in the macro environment. On the contrary, Zanini (2008) 
studies district-cluster phenomena formulating a series of stages which also emerge in the innovation 
Local System. Other authors (Doutriaux, 2008; Belussi, 2007) have analyzed the role of outward 
shocks: the life of an innovative Local System cannot be considered like an island, isolated from the 
macroeconomic situation. Unpredictable events that do not depend on strategies or choices linked to 
the system will inevitably change the classification. The evolution of the Innovation Local System 
depends only on the peculiar combination of external and internal events.    

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tab. 1 and Pic. 2 – Evolutionary models of Local Innovation Systems.  
Source: Mella (2004) and Zanini (2008) 
 

The results come from a peculiar combination of advantages and disadvantages deriving from 
the existence of a Local Innovation System. For long scholars have argued about the pros and cons of 
it, we can observe a brief spectrum in the example below. 
 

Stages Main events 

Stage  
1 

Businesses deeply rooted in the area 
depends on  availability of labor and its 
abilities to develop a local market. 

Stage  
2 

The number of businesses rises, activities 
are different, presence of new markets. 

Stage  
3 

The district-cluster is formed : the 
developed knowledge has become a 
useful resource for the area’s 
competitiveness, new relations are 
created not only for the  supply of raw 
materials, but also semi-finished 
products. 

Stage  
4 

The district-cluster becomes a mega 
district-cluster: activities develop in a wider 
and wider area, the borders of the 
previous district-cluster disappear. 
Delocalization of production and 
deterioration of relationships  



 

 

Tab. 2 – Main advantages and disadvantages of Local Innovation Systems identified from the literature  
Source: our elaboration 
 

Financial advantages  Financial disadvantages  
Price reductions for transaction and production Costs related to the territory and overcrowding 

Price reductions for gathering information 
Understanding the requests of new customers requires 
great efforts   

Economies of scale High switching costs 
Cognitive advantages Cognitive disadvantages 

Knowledge spillovers Groupthink phenomena 
Knowledge specialization Lock in phenomena 
Creation of long lasting relationships  Risk of knowledge loss 

Strategic advantages Strategic disadvantages 
High resource mobility Over embeddness risks 
Diffuse entrepreneurship Problems during the handing over of the business 
Specialized production 
Common goals 

Simultaneous management of competitive and 
collaborative relations 

Defensible competitiveness 
Boosted creation of new businesses 
Flexible production 

Social and environmental consequences of the other 
disadvantages 

 
 
The questionnaire – Taking inspiration from a research methodology used in social sciences, we 

have created a questionnaire (Pic. 3) composed of five sections. The target of the first section is the 
analysis of the organization and the level of formalization of R&D activities. Learning, as preamble of 
innovation development, comes from procedures, which are more or less formalized, and manuals, 
though it can also be part of the background of workers with different skills.    

However, the organizations tend to have a “cognitive unconscious”, that is, stored memory and 
know how, not easily accessible to analysis and collecting data (Cohen, 1991). In the section “Product 
and process innovation” we investigate on innovation production, its quality (either incremental or 
radical), the inclination to patenting, the amount of turnover  that can be assigned to the new product, 
the role of subjects who are inside or outside the enterprise zone during the innovation process. The 
third section intends to understand the reason why the businesses of the Automotive innovation pole 
are located in a specific area; while in the fourth section we have mapped the relationships, their quality 
and frequency, their importance and evolution. The fifth and last section collects routine structural 
data.  

Facing a variety of subjects, it is difficult to choose which type of subject has to be interviewed: 
the Automotive Innovation Pole is a small business, so it sometimes does not have a responsible for 
R&D or the business function of the R&D doesn’t exist. The roles of interviewed subjects are very 
heterogeneous, however in small businesses, innovative processes without research have a strong 
presence within the organization. 

The questionnaire has been previously sent by e-mail in order for the interviewed subjects to 
collect data, and then the interview took place, whenever possible, face to face; the questionnaire has 
been distributed in a time span of two months (September-November 2011) in order to guarantee 
homogeneous answers. 

 
 



 

 

 
  

Pic. 3 – The questionnaire



 

 

The «Automotive Innovation Pole»  – The presence of innovation poles has been promoted by the 
European Commission in 2010, considering the local development an essential instrument of 
competitiveness to face the difficult economic situation of our time. The implementation of the 
interpretative model proposed for the Val di Sangro (Abruzzo)1 case, aims to the analysis of the 
legislation in order to compare this case with local innovation systems. Using this model, that does not 
claim to be complete, we intend to verify if there is evidence of innovative processes,  not only in the 
mission statement but also in reality, or if the system is just a mere “catalyst of funds”. Understanding 
the peculiarities of this case study allows the policy makers to detect any vulnerabilities of its legislation 
and prearrange useful instruments to sustain economic and innovative performances.   

 
Ac to r s .  In 2011, when the questionnaire was created, 60 subjects were included in the 

Automotive Innovation Pole, 38% of which refined raw materials and semi-finished products for the 
automotive industry and above 15% of actors produced assembled components and end products 
(Picture 4). 
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Pic. 4 –Different activities of Automotive Innovation Pole’s actors.  
Source: our elaboration, data from the website www.innovazioneautomotive.eu  

 
The geographic distribution of actors is heterogeneous, one third is located in two industrial 

areas: Cerratina (Lanciano) and Saletti (Val di Sangro); one third in other areas of the Provincia di 
Chieti. If we want to consider the number of employees, more than 68% of actors are small businesses. 
The next table (Table 3) shows a synthetic summary of the main features of the actors included in the 
Pole. 

 
Tab. 3 – Features of actors included in the Automotive Innovation Pole.   
Source: our elaboration from questionnaire data  
 

                                                 
1 Val di Sangro is located between the Sangro and Aventino rivers, which flow in the southern part of the Provincia di 
Chieti. It is an area of natural interest. It has got a railway line for carriage of goods, the National Road 652 “Fondo Valle 
Sangro” and the motorway A14. In 1970 the Consortium for the industrialization of Sangro-Aventino was established, it is 
the milestone of the economic history of this area and of the entire county.    

Actor Seat Activity Empl. Actor Seat Activity Empl. Actor Seat Activity Empl. Actor Seat Activity Empl. 
1 C 4 p 16 D 3 G 31 B 2 p 46 A 1 P 
2 A 3 m 17 B 4 P 32 B 1 p 47 B 3 p 
3 A 3 p 18 C 1 P 33 C 5 p 48 C 2 p 
4 A 1 p 19 D 2 M 34 A 1 p 49 A 1 p 
5 D 6 m 20 A 3 G 35 C 2 p 50 B 4 p 
6 C 7 p 21 A 1 M 36 B 4 p 51 A 1 m 
7 B 1 p 22 A 1 G 37 B 1 g 52 C 2 p 
8 C 3 g 23 A 1 P 38 B 4 p 53 B 2 p 
9 D 5 p 24 B 1 P 39 D 5 m 54 B 1 p 
10 B 1 g 25 A 1 M 40 C 2 m 55 D 3 p 
11 B 1 g 26 A 3 P 41 B 2 p 56 A 1 p 
12 D 4 p 27 B 4 P 42 A 4 m 57 B 2 p 
13 B 6 p 28 D 1 P 43 C 1 p 58 D 6 p 
14 A 1 p 29 A 1 P 44 D 4 p 59 C 6 g 
15 A 3 p 30 A 1 P 45 B 4 p 60 B 6 g 
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The dimensional and productive heterogeneity of businesses generally represents a resource for 
the whole system as long as it is located in the same area: among the actors, we can identify many 
significant multinational companies such as Fiat, Honda, Dayco Europe LLC; however they do not 
perform their research in this area. The presence of these actors in the Pole does not generate those 
territorial knowledge spillovers which are considered as a preamble for innovation: we have not 
identified any sharing of research projects among the actors.  

Within the Pole there are also various entities such as the SIA, it is an LLC responsible for all 
the Manufacturers’ Association of Abruzzo, the Cooperative Association Sangro Aventino, two 
universities “Università degli Studi di L’Aquila and Università degli Studi “G: D’Annunzio” Chieti-
Pescara, a start up and the prestigious Centro Ricerche Fiat. The presence of this entities does not 
presuppose the existence of research and innovation development-oriented relationships: from the 
results of the questionnaire we discovered that 8 companies make research with the Università degli 
Studi di L’Aquila, 2  with the Università degli Studi “G. D’Annunzio”, 2 with the Cooperative 
Association Sangro Aventino and 6 with the Centro Ricerche Fiat. These scant collaborations underline 
two main issues: the lack of interaction between business and institutions and the complete isolation 
and lack of the functional role of the institutions within the Pole. 

 
Or g an i z a t i on .  The Pole is legally managed by a consortium society “Innovazione 

Automotive e Metalmeccanica”, for the aim of this analysis, we need to detect the governance of the  
relationships and not its charter. It is unrealistic to think that all relationships among subjects be 
mediated by the administrator: to understand the dynamics behind the organization we must refer to 
the network model. To explain this model, we can force the traditional concept of organization further, 
following the approach of Powell (1990) and Williamson (1998), where the network model is a hybrid 
organizational system between the market and the hierarchy, composed by nodes (the actors) and links 
(the relationships). On the basis of their content we can distinguish two sorts of relationships: the 
commercial relationship and the R&D-oriented relationships (that will be discussed later on). In 
addition, we have investigated the typology of relationships, that can be formal or informal. 

The presence of commercial relationships presupposes the existence of a local production, but 
not a local innovation system: comparing the network of commercial relationships (Pic. 5) with the one 
R&D-oriented, we can notice a considerable variation in density. However we cannot deny that this 
observation depends on a t0 time: an interesting future development would be detecting on the basis of 
a longitudinal research,  if a pre-existing network of commercial relationships can be an incentive to 
promote an increased sharing of innovational projects. 

   

Legenda 
Seat A Cerratina/Val di Sangro    B County of Chieti C Abruzzo Region  D Italy 

Activity 
1 Semi-finished  and raw materials  2   Equipment  and Machinery   3 Assembly line and end-products   4 Consulting   5 Design, development and 
experimentation of prototypes       6 Research and education   7 Other 

Employees p Less than 100 employees   m  Between 101 and 250 employees     g  More than 251 employees 



 

 

 
Pic. 5 – The network of commercial relationships among the actors included in the Automotive Innovation Pole. 
Source : our elaboration UCINET 6 from questionnaire data.  
 

I nnova t i on .  83% of the 24 organizations that answered to questionnaire has produced 
innovative products or processes in the five-year period 2006-2011; where 610 innovational products 
have been implemented (500 of them have been implemented by one enterprise) and 95 innovational 
processes (35 of them have been implemented by one enterprise).  

According to these data, the level of innovation process is very high, but excluding those 
enterprises devoted to innovation, on average, organizations produce less than 5 innovative products 
and less than 3 innovative processes in the five-year period.  Another relevant element, to understand 
the impact of innovation on economic performances of enterprises, is the importance of innovation in 
the turnover. 52,6% of interviewed enterprises affirms that a percentage, that varies from 11% to 30%, 
of the turnover  is ascribable to the innovation produced. 
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Pic. 6 – The impact of innovation on the turnover of the enterprises interviewed.  
Source: our elaboration from questionnaire data.  
 

The network of relationships R&D oriented is composed by few actors: almost the half of the 
Pole’s members are isolated from local innovative processes, even if they belong to the system of 
commercial relationships. The role of universities and research centers is crucial: the University of 



 

 

L’Aquila (point 59) benefits the highest level of indegree2, while the actors number 46, 49, 10, 12 and 7 
are enterprises which benefits the highest level of outdegree, because their sizes are different and they 
are not situated in the same area, although their production is similar. The level of betweenness, that is, 
a measure of a node’s centrality, is significant only for nodes 14 and 29. This small network oriented to 
innovation has been analyzed by Unicet, the latter has highlighted a series of deficiencies: the 
innovation produced is not market oriented, and is too concentrated; the research on innovation is 
mainly made by external entities that collaborate with the enterprises, that is, universities or research 
centers; furthermore, the enterprises rarely cooperate to develop shared projects. 

The Pole could accept these strategic challenges and try acquire a pivotal role in the system, to 
intermediate with multinational companies that have means to start new innovational projects, but also 
with small enterprises and universities. 

 
 

 
 
 

Pic. 7 – The network of relationships for innovation among the actors included in the Automotive innovation Pole. 
Source: our elaboration UCINET 6 from questionnaire data.  
 

S pa t i a l  d i mens i on .  We have asked to the enterprises of the Pole to explain why they 
decided to start a business in Val di Sangro. According to the data, only 17% of enterprises answered 
that the geographical position and the facilities of Val di Sangro are fundamental to start a business; 
consequently the motorway A14, the railway line for carriage of goods and the natural peculiarities of 
the area do not explain this massive industrial concentration. 75% of people consider not essential the 
presence of Research centers and science parks, although these entities, as observed previously, act as a 
go-between for the innovation of the system. 

Given the deficiencies of the innovation network, it is not surprising that 50% of interviewed 
enterprises do not think that the co-location of innovative enterprises is essential. On the contrary, 42% 
of enterprises believes that the residence is a fundamental factor: for a large part of members the family 
represent one of the most influential factor for the selection of the location. Another explicative factor 
could be the proximity to clients and suppliers: co-location has many organizational advantages and 
scope economies. In conclusion, the innovation, in the given case, does not represent a driver for 
members.  

 
Tab. 4 – Main motivations for the selection of enterprises’ location included in the Automotive innovation Pole  

                                                 
2 In the analysis of social networks the number of head endpoints adjacent to a node is called the indegree of the node and the 
number of tail endpoints adjacent to a node is its outdegree. 



 

 

Source: our elaboration from questionnaire data  
 

Factors Non influential Poor Average Considerable Fundamental 

Geographical position 41,7% 8,3% 20,9% 12,5% 16,6% 
Residence of members 37,5% 0,0% 20,8% 20,9% 20,8% 
Research centers 75,0% 4,1% 4,2% 12,5% 4,2% 
Presence of science parks 75,0% 8,3% 0,0% 8,2% 8,5% 
Presence of other innovational 
enterprises  

50,0% 8,3% 20,8% 12,6% 8,3% 

S oc i a l  D i mens i on .  The literature, as we have briefly quoted, has often used (and abused) 
the concept of capital stock to understand what the spatial dimension,  as it is, did not succeed in 
explaining.     

 Recently a similar case study has been carried out, albeit with different samples. In this 
occasion it has been stated that: « relationships with clients are the main enablers of innovative activities: the 
personal aspect of those relationships increases their innovative potential » (Ceci and Iubatti, 2012 p. 572).  
Distinguishing the social content from the merely economic one of a legal item is a complex operation 
that could lead to diametrically opposed results; it also depends on the sample and the methodology 
used.   

The hypothesis to the analysis of social dimension is the following: if the main function of 
capital stock is to create a system of relationships more open and fluid for  the exchange of knowledge, 
a system that has already a capital stock does not need a high level of formalization of its own 
relationships. If commercial relationships and those oriented to innovation are not formalized with 
written agreements and contracts,  their survival will be delegated to the presence of shared values and 
mutual trust. A higher level of formalization could be acceptable for actors who are geographically 
farther from the others, because they do not share the same industrial atmosphere.  

From the analysis, we have discovered a level of formalization called no distance sensitive: the 
nodes tend to write down terms and conditions for the exchange and collaboration among each other 
not taking in consideration their geographical position.   

From the observation of informal relationships we have discovered further considerations: the 
same relationship can be partly formalized and partly delegated to mutual trust; from the geographical 
point of view the network can be divided into two distinct areas (which means that there must be at 
least of two codes of conduct) which are linked to node 14; the structure of the area of co-localized 
informal relationships is node-centric, with node 46 at its centre. 

As regard the social dimension, we can state that no capital stock proxies were found.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Pic. 8 – Network of formal relationships and network of informal relationships among the actors included in the 
Automotive Innovation Pole 
Source: our elaboration UCINET 6 from questionnaire data.  

 



 

 

Cog n i t i v e  d i mens i on .  One of the main indicators of knowledge used in the study of 
Local Innovation Systems is the spreading of patents; however, the use of this indicator has several 
contraindications: not all knowledge can be patented; moreover, companies are reluctant to patent 
knowledge and strategic competence, because of the temporariness of the patented product. 
Nevertheless we have asked to the actors in the Pole their predisposition to grant patents: only 7 out of 
the 24 organizations oriented to innovational products have granted patents (about 30%, they have 
produced 705 innovations, but only 27 have been patented.   

  

 
Pic. 9 – Innovation and predisposition to patents of Pole’s organizations 
Source: our elaboration from questionnaire data  

 
Moreover, we have asked to Pole’s actors the number of graduated employees in their 

enterprises. The results are not encouraging: only 12% of employees have a degree, where more than 
half of them are engineers. The poor qualification  of employees, especially in the economic field, 
affects negatively the innovation process.  

 
 T empor a l  d i mens i on . Excluding the quoted contribution of Ceci and Iubatti (2012)up 
until now there have not been further studies on the area that can explain the evolution of the 
previously analyzed dimensions. For this reason, in the state of the art, it is not possible to state 
whether the innovation ability is increased or decreased, or the system of personal relationships have 
undergone involution or growth processes or the common level of knowledge is increased or not. After 
all, the pole has been created only recently: further research will be needed at a later stage).  
 This regression model proves that the system of commercial relationships and the system of 
R&D relationships are both correlated to the production of innovation. If members are able to 
optimize both typologies of relationship, the production of innovation products and processes will 
increase in the future. 
 
Tab. 5 – Model of linear regression 
Source: elaborated by Ucinet  
 
Dependent variables  
Innovation Measurement unit: number of innovations produced from 2006 to 2011 
Independent variables Un-Stdized Stdized Coef P-value As Large As Small Std Err 

System of commercial relationships  43,76 0,09 0,04 0,04 0,96 17,67 

System of R&D relationships  43,61 0,05 0,05 0,06 0,94 23,63 

Statistical significance  p≤0,05       

 
 
Strong and weak points.  Detecting pros and cons of a new phenomenon difficult to 

ascribe in the wide phenomenology of local innovation systems is pretentious and scientifically 
incorrect, for this reason we will focus on some glaring features.   

On the one hand the presence of multinational and innovation oriented organizations, such as 
Fiat, Honda Italia Industriale and Dayco Europe, the collaboration with Universities and the important 

705 Innovazioni 
di cui 610 di prodotto e 95 di processo 

40 Brevetti richiesti 

27 Brevetti ottenuti 



 

 

participation of Centro di Ricerca Fiat, not to mention the previous cooperative experiences 
(Consortium CISI3 and Consortium Sangro-Aventino),boost innovation. 

On the other hand, the lack of informal relationships, the little predisposition to patentability, 
the scant number of graduated employees, the personal reasons guiding localization, the undisputed 
predominance of commercial relationships to those  R&D oriented, could produce negative effects. 

The descriptive statistics associated to indegree, outdegree and betweennes indicators shows the 
presence of a “systemic” commercial network including a large part of Pole’s members. However, the 
network of innovation oriented links is not as wide as the former.   

 
Tab. 6 – Different levels of Outdegree, Indegree and Betweenness of the innovation network of relationships and the 
commercial network of relationships 
Source: our elaboration from Ucinet  

 
 

  Innovation network Commercial network 
  Outdegree Indegree Betweenness Outdegree Indegree Betweenness 

Mean 0,55 0,55 0,05 2,10 2,10 16,20 
Std Dev. 1,30 1,40 0,28 3,90 2,10 38,60 
Variance 1,70 1,90 0,08 15,70 4,40 1496,00 

Min 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 0,00 
Max 6,00 8,00 2,00 15,00 10,00 150,00 

 
 
Conclusions – This study has allowed us to test the usefulness of the interpretative model from 

the methodological point of view: analyzing an empirical phenomenon, using the building blocks of a 
concept map, allows to observe distinctly the constituent elements. 

The approach allows to interpret the structural elements (actors, organization and innovation) 
of local innovation systems in the light of social relationships and cognitive processes which unfold in a 
given area, not ignoring the potential dynamics. The model, that will need further discussions, seems to 
structurally have a degree of elasticity such as to allow its immediate use for the study of different 
phenomena, in order to avoid modifications case by case. 

Now the automotive innovation pole  is a well-organized local production system,  with long-
lasting commercial relationships highly formalized and shared by an heterogeneous group of actors. 
Multinational companies included in the Pole have moulded its structure becoming ideal hubs; 
Universities and research centres play the role  catalyst of knowledge. The Pole’s manager has not yet 
caught the great potential linked to its role. To the analytical overview we have to add the scant 
predisposition to innovation and patentability of enterprises, the concentration of innovation 
production performed only in a small group of enterprises, the average-poor qualification of  labor 
force. The actors of the Pole, although they do not represent a local innovation system now, if assisted 
by policies and a careful management, could in the future activate synergic innovation projects , capable 
of improving the performances of a sector and a local production system now in crisis. 

                                                 
3 The CISI CONSORTIUM, since 1992, associates 18 medium sized businesses specialized in production of components 
and semi-finished products destined to Honda Italia Industriale. The small-medium size of the business led to “collect 
critical mass” in order to obtain better terms and conditions, but  focusing the research and the development exclusively on 
the Japanese company. 
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