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one

Introduction

Timothy Bresnahan and Alfonso Gambardella

Clusters of high-tech industry, such as Silicon Valley, have received a great
deal of attention from scholars and in the public policy arena. National
economic growth can be fueled by development of such clusters. In the
United States the long boom of the 1980s and 1990s was largely driven by
growth in the information technology industries in a few regional clusters.
Innovation and entrepreneurship can be supported by a number of mech-
anisms operating within a cluster, such as easy access to capital, knowledge
about technology and markets, and collaborators. This generates a higher
rate of technical progress and one more attuned to market needs. These
clear benefits have drawn scholarly, business, and government interest to
industrial clusters.

Established clusters of high-tech industry, such as the Silicon Valley
of today, have a number of well-documented advantages for innovation.
Entrepreneurs find access to capital easier in a cluster, and venture capi-
talists and investment bankers find it easier to locate new investment op-
portunities. Universities with strong technical research capabilities, such
as Stanford and Berkeley in Silicon Valley, are closely linked to commer-
cial activities. Firms in a cluster participate in thick markets for technical
labor, managers, and other inputs. Information about new technical and
market opportunities flows through a cluster’s institutions and through
its informal networks very rapidly. Many of these benefits arise by cap-
turing external economies, lowering the costs of invention and growth at
large scale. Silicon Valley is an example of exploitation of this virtuous cy-
cle, with multiple new inventions commercialized throughout the United
States and exported worldwide. The result is substantial producer rents
for firms in the cluster and effective invention for growth.

1
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The successful exploitation of a virtuous cycle by existing established
clusters leaves questions about the potential contributions of new clus-
ters unanswered. What are the preconditions, in the region where a new
cluster might form, for an effective supply of innovation? What causal
mechanisms push the region into takeoff in a virtuous cycle? An im-
portant part of our argument is that simply looking at Silicon Valley in
its mature phase cannot tell us much about the preconditions or casual
mechanisms. Indeed, looking at successful clusters has led many analysts
to a kind of “recipe” approach. “Take one great university, sprinkle with
liberal doses of venture capital, mix in an entrepreneurial culture,” and
start the virtuous cycle. Because this approach skips over any empirical
examination of clusters during their formation stages, we reject it in favor
of an approach that uses a detailed examination to guide analysis of the
preconditions and the causal mechanisms in the formation of a cluster.

The mission of this book is to analyze systematically the differing at-
tempts to gain national economic advantage from regional clusters of de-
velopment in information and communications technologies (ICT). We
have sought to avoid both the hagiographic “Silicon Valley is great” mode
and the hypercritical “there are no external economies” mode. The real
questions surround the sources of long-run economic growth in clusters
of industrial activity. We define a regional cluster simply as a spatial and
sectoral concentration of firms; and we measure success by the ability of
the cluster as a whole to grow, typically through the expansion of entre-
preneurial startups.

We set out to answer the fundamental questions about how clusters
are formed. Our research design selected places with nascent clusters in
ICT industries. One of these is Silicon Valley, which we examine during its
takeoff as a center of the integrated circuit industry decades ago. The oth-
ers are worldwide regional clusters during the Internet era. Our goal was
to understand the formation of new technology clusters deeply enough
to address both the issue of uniqueness and the issue of policy. The main
places we study achieved significant growth based on entrepreneurship
at a takeoff stage. For Silicon Valley, that was decades ago, but for the
other clusters we study, far more recently. Our purpose in looking at a
number of related early-stage successes was to drive our research deeper
than the “recipe” level. We are attempting to learn the deep similarities
across places that, on the surface, look quite different.

In particular, we look in detail at Ireland, Israel, Scandinavia, India,
and Taiwan in the late 1990s in comparison with Santa Clara County
(Silicon Valley) in the 1960s. Many of these are, despite their significant
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differences, prototypical cases of nascent clusters. They have all exhib-
ited a significant acceleration in the production of ICT during the 1990s.
Their ICT growth has been exceptional according to practically all major
indicators: annual double-digit growth in the number of new firms, in ICT
revenues and employment, and in exports; and an increasing share of ICT
in total exports of the region (up to one-third of total exports in the case
of Israel). Not enough time has gone by to discover whether any or all of
the new nascent clusters will see the sustained success and contributions
of Silicon Valley, but now is a good time to examine them in the startup
stage.

We make no effort to offer a comprehensive view of the world’s high-
tech clusters today. Far too many areas have labeled themselves as high-
tech clusters, and it would be a long and dull slog to explain which of them
have the label and little else. The positive feedback elements of a success-
ful cluster also make it difficult to learn anything from clusters that don’t
take off; an implication of “nothing succeeds like success” is that “nothing
fails like failure.” Accordingly, we stayed within the tight criteria just
described. As a result, we have picked cases related to the ICT industries,
but for the 1990s this overlaps with the criterion of double-digit growth.

Some may think that our agenda is to glorify a U.S. colonialist view
about the new processes of ICT-led growth. After all, the oldest and most
successful cluster we examine is located in the United States, and most of
the other regions we look at have U.S. linkages. Yet the analytical issues
that these facts raise are hardly the ones that go with a colonialist agenda.
First, we noted early on in our researches that the keys to cluster formation
in the late 1990s involved efforts that would be very difficult to classify
as “imitating Silicon Valley.” Indeed, if we were to have attempted to
research the many failed clusters, we would reproduce the familiar result
that slavish imitation is a low-return activity.

The linkages to the United States appear to be related to a far more gen-
eral point – namely, that openness and connection to demand are impor-
tant for export-led growth. Within the computer- and Internet-oriented
clusters we study, access to demand is easier for regions having linkages
with key, established complementors located in the United States (and
Silicon Valley in particular). However, we sought to understand the role
of openness and export orientation separately from the U.S.-connection
in our work. Here, choosing a Scandinavian cluster provided one
(considerable) advantage because it grew in wireless telephony technolo-
gies where the external linkages were very much not to the United States,
as that country adopted a go-it-alone technical strategy.
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The research questions this raises are serious and important. Much
of the analysis of clusters focuses on the supply side: agglomeration
economies, the need for venture capital, the need for technically oriented
entrepreneurs. Our research also asks the demand questions. Can this pro-
vide an explanation for how the regions we study flourished? Certainly
they are not the strongest in the world in terms of technical capabilities
(when compared with, e.g., the large nations of continental Europe or
with Japan).

Early in our research we noticed several similarities among our se-
lected places. From a regional economics perspective, these places were
candidates for high-tech industrialization at the beginning of the period
we study. They are all regions that had less high-tech employment than
the education status of their labor force would suggest. They were all, in
some sense, empty. Silicon Valley was located in the relatively rich United
States, to be sure, but was itself an agricultural region far from the parts
of the country where existing electronics industry supply occurred. This
pattern of being something of an outsider locale before the cluster begins
to form is repeated across all our regions.

The technologies that were taken up by our nascent clusters have broad
similarities from a technological or market perspective, as well. All the
clusters we examine were formed at times of substantial new technologi-
cal opportunity in ICT. The integrated circuit was, we now know, a major
revolution in the technical basis of many electronic devices. The Internet
and other networks in the present provide, in parallel, a substantial oppor-
tunity for the founding of new industries and the creation of new markets.
At both times, the new technology areas were, at least in the short run, in
a relationship of complementarity with preexisting electronics technolo-
gies from preexisting firms. The mid 1960s and the late 1990s were good
times to be in the ICT investment business, and clusters that were affil-
iated with new, and substantial, technological opportunities have better
chances. We consider the possibility that the expansion of the geograph-
ical basis of supply in ICT is linked to the expansion of its technological
basis, as new cluster formation is contingent on avoiding direct competi-
tion with existing suppliers, perhaps even linked to complementarity with
them.

Despite these broad similarities, very important practical differences
exist among the regions we study. Some are in rich countries with a stable
record of capitalist development, established capital markets, and so on.
Others, like the parts of India we study, are small corners of far poorer
countries. Taiwan and Ireland were each in a period of general economic
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growth. The regions we examine are embedded in a very wide range of
national economic systems and national innovation systems.

The similarities and differences across these regions’ technologies will
lead us away from the “recipe” vision of the formation of a cluster and
permit an investigation of the fundamental requirements behind a cluster.
All of the technologies in which these regions grew are in ICT, yet they,
too, vary widely, from integrated circuits to software and networks to wire-
less phones. That, too, will play a role in our analysis. The research design
goal was to look at places and times similar enough to permit meaningful
comparison but different enough to provide meaningful contrast.

We spend less time contrasting these early-stage successes with less
successful regions, such as the numerous failed government-sponsored
imitation Silicon Valleys, for a number of reasons. The most important of
these is our goal. The contrast with places where the virtuous cycle has not
started, despite efforts to get it going, inevitably leads to the finding that
such places lack many of the elements of the successful Silicon Valley. We
make, however, two important exceptions. First, we look at one European
“near miss,” Cambridge. Although Cambridge has had considerable suc-
cess in generating entrepreneurship, it has not matched the patterns, and
particularly the growth figures, of the other regions that we have surveyed.
That contrast, we hope, will illuminate some of the inner workings of the
cluster formation model.

Second, we examine the rest of the United States in contrast to Silicon
Valley. Our overall research design took seriously the proposition that
government policy leading and directing cluster formation might be an
important part of the cluster formation story, although we ultimately re-
ject that proposition. The only way to rescue that proposition is to show
that the failure of government-directed cluster formation is a particularly
European or Asian phenomenon. Accordingly, we examine the U.S. re-
gional policy experience, in which various state and local governments
have attempted to lead new cluster formation. Relatedly, to understand
the contrast between national innovation systems and regional ones, we
look at venture-capital-financed growth in a number of U.S. clusters out-
side Silicon Valley.

It is essential to attack this analytically. The Silicon Valley experience
tells us both something general – that is, useful to guide policy today –
and something specific about that place. Telling those apart involves, in
the first instance, avoiding the trap of thoughtless imitation of past suc-
cess. Instead of thinking of the problem as one of successful imitation of
Silicon Valley, it is better to see the problem as one of explaining how
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a cluster can be formed. In the first instance, that calls for considering
the role of chance and the unpredictable as key mechanisms behind the
location of new clusters. Certainly the large role of new technological
opportunities in the successful clusters we study calls for a careful con-
sideration of the importance of forces far beyond the control of firms,
regional governments, or national or regional innovation systems.

At a second level, the analytical approach calls for carefully distin-
guishing between the general and the specific. Here we gain much of the
leverage of our similar-but-distinct research design. By looking at coun-
tries that are not the United States, we can examine the deep structure
of cluster formation, rather than merely reporting the particular form
that structure takes in the western United States. This leads us toward an
analytical approach, in which we look for explanations that are partially
particular to that region but whose general structure is laid clear.

The plan of the book begins with a series of chapters about the spe-
cific nascent clusters just named, then proceeds through some statistical
analyses of the U.S. regional experience. Our concluding chapter builds
on that foundation to attempt an answer to the fundamental questions
about preconditions and causation. Reaching those questions by examin-
ing the preconditions for formation of new clusters and the mechanisms
of new cluster formation is the ultimate mission of this book.


