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It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.
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Foreword

The current research agenda in economics is witnessing the rediscovery of a set of
theories investigating the determinants and effects of the location of economic activity in space. Based on the linkages between supply, production, sales and space
in (traditional) location choice theory, reasoning is being extended to explain the
emergence of spatial concentrations of economic activity as well as attempts to incorporate the issue of space into those general equilibrium models that still dominate most of mainstream economic research (e.g. the link between space and trade
flows analysed in the New Economic Geography).
This renaissance of theoretical and empirical work on the spatial aspects associated with economics and especially the uneven spatial distribution of economic
activity is of key interest in the age of globalisation. Increased international mobility of goods and production factors challenges not only firms and other private
sector organisations but also localities interested in sustaining economic prosperity. Understanding the drivers of the distribution of economic activity in space can
therefore be key to sustainable regional development, especially when it comes to
the issue of local industrial centres, i.e. locations of heightened economic activity.
In the context of modern-day industrial centres (e.g. Silicon Valley), theoretic
analysis is based on those empirically derived observations about apparent benefits from co-location that were first voiced by Alfred Marshall (e.g. in the 8th Edition of ‘Principles of Economics’, 1920). Existing and modern Marshallian agglomeration theory is focussed on an elaboration and further development of the
mechanisms leading to benefits from co-location. As a result, this body of theory
investigates the success factors of an existing agglomeration (or ‘cluster’) of firms
at a specific point in time.
Within this context, Kerstin Press takes up an issue that is neglected in much of
the theoretic literature on clusters while being very prominent in the real world:
Do the dynamics of agglomeration, change and adaptation follow a life-cycle from
emergence to decline, or is the development of existing clusters over time a nondeterministic one? Her study addresses this aspect by analysing the adjustment of
existing clusters to exogenous shocks in their greater economic environment. It
proceeds by investigating the success factors for regeneration and survival of the
cluster, focussing on the effect of the cluster’s architecture on the self-organisation
processes taking place among its organisations when they adjust to exogenous
shocks.
The analysis of such dynamic processes with methods from mainstream economics is problematic due to the dominance of general equilibrium models in the
field. Since the focus of the present study is not on comparing initial and equilib-
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rium states but on the development process following an external shock, Kerstin
Press adopts a new methodological approach. She develops a theoretic model of
clusters, change and adaptation that is based on the N/K model of complex systems (Kauffman 1993). Taking the existing insight on the dynamics of N/K systems, propositions on the influence of cluster architecture on adaptability are derived. In a second step, these propositions are tested by simulations comparing the
adaptability of clusters with given differences in their architecture regarding the
degree of division of labour on the one and the governance structure on the other
hand. Both aspects (division of labour, governance) were found to matter for cluster adaptability in previous empirical studies but general causalities for their role
in cluster adjustment could not be derived from individual case studies. Within the
all else held equal perspective adopted in the simulation model, one explanation
for how and when division of labour and governance matter for cluster adjustment
is found. While the model faces several limitations, these are more to be seen as
possible areas for future research.
The present study opens up new avenues in cluster research. Rather than just
focussing on emergence or existence, clusters are viewed as entities underlying a
dynamic development. The analysis of their adaptability to external changes constitutes a first important step towards a non-deterministic perspective on cluster
development. The main contribution of Kerstin Press lies with a successful bridging of the gap between empirical observations and theoretical insights regarding
clusters and adjustment. By providing a model able to explain stylised empirical
findings while being based in the body of theoretical knowledge on clusters, important causalities for future theoretic and empirical research have been derived.
The sound basis in the existing theoretic knowledge is also evident in an excellent
presentation of the state-of-the-art literature on agglomeration and cluster research
found in the present study.
Kerstin Press’ dissertation offers a promising methodological approach, which
– hopefully – encourages others in the field to transfer and apply the methodological tools available within and outside mainstream economics to other dynamic
economic phenomena.

Duisburg, January 20th 2006

Günter Heiduk
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