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C
lusters as an Econom

ic and 
W

orkforce D
evelopm

ent Tool

M
aking C

lusters W
ork in Your

C
om

m
unity
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W
hat is a cluster?

A
nsw

er:A geographic 
concentration of com

panies 
and institutions w

ith system
ic 

relationships to one another 
based on sim

ilarities or 
com

plem
entarities. 
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The O
verriding G

oal
•

C
lusters that create jobs and w

ealth 
for m

ore people in the region
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W
hy should w

e focus on clusters? 
(and isn’t diversification safer?)

•
C

reates advantages
for businesses

•
B

uilds on existing &
 potential 

strengths
•

U
ses

public m
oney in a m

ore  cost-
effective and strategic w

ay
•

D
istinguishes places

•
Leads to diversification
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C
lusters offer a fram

ew
ork for:

•
U

nderstanding
an econom

y
•

O
rganizing businesses

•
D

elivering services
•

D
esigning education and training program

s
•

Targeting investm
ents

•
R

ecruiting businesses
•

B
randing regions
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Firm
s still cluster—

but for 
different reasons

•
Proxim

ity to suppliers
•

A
ccess to and choice of specialized services

•
Presence of dem

anding custom
ers

•
A

ccess to inform
ation and benchm

arks
•

O
pportunities to netw

ork and 
acquire know

ledge &
 know

 how
•A

ccess to m
ore experienced &

 
talented labor force
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B
usinesses cluster around m

any
com

m
on interests &

 needs

Industrialm
achinery, Spartanburg, SC

C
ulture

W
riters, Livingston, M

ontana
C

reative M
ilieu

H
am

pton R
oads, Virginia

D
istribution

Log hom
es, M

ontana
R

esources
N

ew
 M

edia, N
ew

 York C
ity

C
ustom

ers
O

ptics &
 im

aging, R
ochester, N

Y
Technologies

A
uto suppliers, A

labam
a

Value chain
Plastics, N

augatuck Valley, C
onn.

Process
H

osiery, C
ataw

ba Valley, N
C

Product
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A
 question of sem

antics?

•
C

lusters?
•

S
ectors?

•
C

onsortia?
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C
lusters or  S

ectors
S

ectors
•

D
efined by quantitative     

analysis
•

Bounded by data
•

R
ely on data organized 

according to SIC
 or N

AIC
S 

codes to define industry
•

Each firm
 is assigned to a 

single N
AIC

S code
•

M
ore science than art

C
lusters

•
D

efined by quantitative and 
qualitative analyses 

•
Bounded by geography

•
U

se “m
aps” and data that 

reflect interrelationships 
am

ong firm
s and institutions

•
C

lusters often cut across 
sector lines

•
M

ore art than science
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C
lusters or C

onsortia
C

onsortia
•

A strategy
for organizing 

firm
s 

•
Firm

s typically “join” -a 
m

em
bership organization 

•
Based on com

m
on interest 

or need
•

C
an be industry-specific or 

cut across industry lines
•

M
em

bers of a consortia m
ay 

be part of a cluster

C
lusters

•
D

evelop “organically” 
•

C
om

panies do not have to 
“join”   a cluster –

they are 
part of it as a result of doing 
business

•
G

eography boundaries are 
loose -set by distances 
people w

ill travel to w
ork, 

associate and netw
ork

•
D

ifferentiate or distinguish a 
region
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The im
portance of term

inology
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Term
inology continued

•
A

 cluster w
ould be the w

hole system
•

A
 sector, w

ould just be the grow
ers 

or just the processors, or just the 
label m

akers.
•

A
 consortia w

ould be a local 
A

ssociation of W
ine G

rape G
row

ers
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W
hat are your region’s 

clusters?
•

??
•

??
•

??
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G
iving birth to clusters:

A
ccidentally, incidentally, derivatively
C

lusters are nurtured, not 
bred.  They are a natural 
result of econom

ic activity, 
and only occasionally a 
result of  a planned 
intervention.

C
lusters, how

ever, can be enhanced
by

public policy, and activities can be launched.
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W
hat to do

O
pen pipelines to m

arkets, ideas, 
partners, underserved

people/places
C

onnecting

S
upportR

&
D

, design, creativity 
infrastructure and capabilities

Innovating

Focus expertise, program
s, services 

to add relevance &
 value

C
oncentrating

O
rganizing and netw

orking firm
s to 

aggregate needs, achieve scale
C

onvening
Purpose

Form
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W
hat can m

y organization do?

•
C

lusters don’t have to be a brand new
 

effort
•

A
ction S

tep #1
•

A
ction S

tep #2
•

A
ction S

tep #3
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Som
e im

portant takeaw
ays

•
C

lusters are system
s that encourage 

collaboration
•

N
ot an “either/or” proposition

•
C

lusters are nurtured, not bred.
•

C
luster-based analysis focuses on 

connections and relationships


