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Cluster Evolution and Proximity Dynamics, From a Learning

and Network Perspective
by
MIZUNO Masahiko

This paper aims to explore the dynamic understanding of learning and
networks in industrial clusters. In recent years, learning and networks have
been key concepts in economic geography. Local agglomerations of industry
have been thought to facilitate regional development through learning
among geographically proximate actors. However, this localization of
economies in clusters is not necessarily permanent. We need dynamic
perspectives on learning and networks in clusters. Additionally, learning
does not necessarily require geographical proximity, and geographical
proximity cannot be a sufficient condition for learning. For a better
understanding of learning in clusters, the concept of proximity needs to be
reconsidered, and proximity dynamics should be explored.

In the first half of this paper, the author considers recent arguments
focused on cluster evolution. Specialized clusters often gradually mature and
decline over time. As a cluster matures over time, the specialization of the
cluster increases and the heterogeneity of accessible knowledge in the
cluster decreases. This can lead the cluster to negative lock-in situations,
which make it vulnerable to rapid changes in external economic
environments and lead it to decline. The decline of clusters is likely to be
caused by factors that were advantages in the past. In the cluster lifecycle
approach, clusters are seen as following a kind of life cycle with stages from
emergence to growth, maturity, and decline.

(1304 )



However, this is not a predetermined process. It is true that some clusters
gradually decline because of negative lock-in processes. But other clusters
escape negative lock-in situations and create new growth paths. We have to
discuss how clusters gain the adaptability to avoid negative lock-ins and
create new paths. Several possibilities enable clusters to create new paths.
One of the possibilities is the existence of redundancies and heterogeneities
of accessible knowledge and capacities in clusters. Diversity in clusters
promotes innovative activities by the recombination of existing varieties.
Especially, related variety is likely to enable actors more mutual learning
than unrelated variety. Another possibility lies in diversifying from existing
industries or technologies in a cluster into related industries or technologies.
This can increase the diversity of the cluster, and this diversity can, in turn,
enable the cluster to diversify further. We have to understand various types
of cluster evolution, and not be limited to the life-cycle model.

In the latter half of the paper, the author argues that the dynamic
perspective of both proximity and networks is necessary for considering
regional development. Effective knowledge learning does not necessarily
presuppose geographical proximity between actors. Other dimensions of
proximity (such as institutional, organizational, social, and cognitive
dimensions) also enhance learning. While geographical proximity acts as a
substitute for other dimensions of proximity, other dimensions of proximity
can bridge geographical distance. We have to explore the interrelationship of
these various dimensions of proximity.

Furthermore, while too little proximity between actors prevents mutual
understanding, too much proximity is unfavorable for knowledge creation
because too- proximate actors often lack novel knowledge. To explore novel
knowledge and to learn it effectively, an optimal level of proximity is
required in these dimensions. To take the fact that proximity can change
over time into consideration, it is necessary to rewire knowledge networks
to keep an optimal level of proximity. We need a dynamic perspective on
network relationships within and outside clusters for considering proximity
dynamics. New network formations can be enhanced by cognitive proximity,
which many social network studies have described as “homophily.”
Moreover, geographical proximity also contributes to forming a new
connection to other actors because geographical closeness increases
opportunities for new-tie formation. In a specialized cluster, the density of
network relations can increase over time by geographical proximity
combined with homophily. Although such dense network relations facilitate
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local learning within a cluster, heterogeneity of accessible knowledge in the
cluster is likely to decrease. This leads the cluster to the stage of decline in
the cluster lifecycle. To avoid this, various actors in clusters need to rewire
their knowledge networks to connect geographically and cognitively distant
actors who were previously unconnected.
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