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ABSTRACT  

 

Inter-organizational network initiatives such as regional strategic networks (RSNs) are often 

used by firms and public agencies to support regional development and competitiveness. 

RSNs are designed networks managed by a hub and financed by public or private means. 

RSN management is complex as members are autonomous and initially often loosely 

connected. The effects of RSNs on regional development are disputed as engineered 

relationship development may interfere with ongoing business relationships.  Despite this, 

vast public funds are being invested in collaborative initiatives. Identifying factors affecting 

RSN performance will provide a better basis for evaluating and managing such initiatives. 

Based on concepts such as actors, resources, and activities findings are reported from 

longitudinal case-studies built on interviews with 68 members and hubs in four RSNs. Data 

were also collected through participant observation, conversations, archival data and emails. 

Findings indicate that factors such as evaluation criteria, member composition, 

relationships, location, goals, the hub, physical and human resources, knowledge sharing 

and development, resources, policies and norms, social activities, and communication exert 

an impact on entrepreneurship and cooperation. 

The first paper focuses on factors such as actor composition, actor goals, number of 

actors, and activities facilitating relationship development and commitment. The second 

paper identifies a framework of seven tasks to be performed by the hub. The effects on 

development of preferences and atmosphere are dealt with in the third paper. Effects of 

cooperation between public/private sector and universities are addressed in the fourth 

paper, and entrepreneurial processes in network contexts are analyzed in the fifth one.  

The important management role of the hub is emphasized as is carefully considered 

member composition. Relationships and commitment are found to be crucial. These factors 

are not covered by national and regional performance criteria. They merit a place of their 

own. 

 

Keywords: RSNs, regional development, actors, resources, activities, performance, 

commitment, hub-tasks, communication strategy, cooperation, entrepreneurship. 
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SAMMANDRAG 

 

Satsningar på interorganisatoriska nätverk, t.ex. regionala strategiska nätverk, görs ofta av 

företag och organisationer i den offentliga och privata sektorn för att främja regional 

utveckling och konkurrenskraft. Regionala strategiska nätverk leds av nav och finansieras 

med offentliga eller privata medel. Då medlemmarna är autonoma och kopplingen mellan 

dem inledningsvis ofta ganska svag är det komplicerat att administrera och leda sådana 

nätverk. De regionala strategiska nätverken har ifrågasatts eftersom styrning av 

relationsutveckling kan störa pågående affärsrelationer. Ändå investeras mycket offentliga 

medel i sådana samverkanssatsningar. Genom att identifiera faktorer som påverkar utfallet 

av regionala strategiska nätverks verksamhet kan man få bättre grund för utvärdering och 

ledning av sådana satsningar. 

Med utgångspunkt i begreppen aktörer, resurser och aktiviteter redovisas resultat från 

longitudinella fallstudier som bygger på intervjuer med 68 medlemmar och nav i fyra 

regionala strategiska nätverk. Data har också samlats in genom deltagande observation, 

samtal, arkivdata och e-post. Resultaten tyder på att entreprenörskap och samarbete 

påverkas av utvärderingskriterier, medlemssammansättning, relationer, plats, mål, navet, 

fysiska och mänskliga resurser, förmedling och utveckling av kunskap, resurser, riktlinjer, 

normer, sociala aktiviteter och kommunikation. 

Den första av de vetenskapliga uppsatserna i avhandlingen fokuserar på 

medlemssammansättningen, aktörernas mål, antalet aktörer och aktiviteter som underlättar 

relationsutveckling och engagemang. I den andra uppsatsen utvecklas en begreppsapparat 

med sju uppgifter som navet utför. Hur preferenser och atmosfär påverkar utvecklingen tas 

upp i den tredje uppsatsen. I den fjärde uppsatsen behandlas effekterna av samarbete 

mellan offentlig/privat sektor och universitet och i den femte analyseras entreprenöriella 

processer i nätverkssammanhang.  

Navets viktiga ledningsroll framhålls liksom väl genomtänkt medlemssammansättning. 

Relationer och engagemang visar sig ha avgörande betydelse. Dessa faktorer täcks inte av 

de nationella och regionala utvärderingskriterierna men förtjänar att ingå bland dem. 

 

Nyckelord: Regionala strategiska nätverk, regional utveckling, aktörer, resurser, aktiviteter, 

resultat, engagemang, navets uppgifter, kommunikationsstrategi, samarbete, 

entreprenörskap. 
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SUMMARY 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Is it possible to promote competitiveness and economic growth by means of 

designed collaborative networks of firms? Is it even possible to deliberately create 

business networks? If so, how can this be done, what factors influence network 

performance, and what are the payoffs, pitfalls, government roles, and 

management tasks in such collaborative networks? These are the fundamental 

questions underlying and uniting the studies of this thesis. The questions are 

discussed in light of the scepticism that many researchers display regarding 

governmental interference in markets, particularly as market networks are 

considered self organized (Ford et al., 2002; Håkansson and Ford 2002). 

Furthermore, strategic interference in markets may repress established business 

relationships and networks (Waluszewski 2004, 2006; Glavan 2008). Designed 

cooperation is often found to bring gains to only a few participants (Huggins 2001) 

while sometimes weakening the inherent coordinative quality of market incentives 

(Glavan 2008). The efficiency of engineered intervention and the ability to promote 

the development of emergent relationships (Doz et al. 2000; Provan and Kenis 

2008) are questioned (Håkansson and Ford 2002; Waluszewski 2004, 2006; Stymne 

2004). Such networks have been known to fail (Huggins 2001; Pesämaa and Hair 

2007) or malfunction (Kenis and Provan 2006). As vast regional, national, and EU 

funds have been invested in collaborative initiatives, and as systematic knowledge 

of these initiatives is still lacking, there is a need for studies of the drivers of 

development. 

 

The story starts with the birth of a ‚Europe of regions‛ (The Maastricht Treaty 

1991) and the rise of interactive, local governance structures (Veggeland 2000) in a 

globalized and borderless Europe entering the game as a united and major 

competitor in the race for prominence in the global economy. Increased 

competitiveness and economic growth was and still is the ultimate goal but, to 

achieve this, all parts of Europe have to be included. However, it is a complication 

that competition takes place not only between firms (Gomes-Casseres 1994), but 

also between regions (Malecki 2004). Another problem is that Europe has 

widespread, extensive, and sparsely populated areas. Companies located in such 
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remote geographical regions tend to have difficulties achieving market success. It 

is difficult to compete when local markets are small, transportation costs are high, 

and the customer base is too small to create the necessary challenges needed to 

improve products and services (Pesämaa and Hair 2007). 

 

The formation of collaborative networks has been suggested as a solution to this 

problem (Pesämaa and Hair 2007) if the collaboration is strategic and the actors 

represent both the public and private sectors (Lechner and Dowling 1999). In this 

context, ‚innovation systems‛, ‚clusters‛, and ‚networks‛ have become 

buzzwords referring to tools for fostering regional development (Huggins 2001). 

Although the arguments for public intervention are not yet fully accepted (Glavan 

2008), it has been acknowledged that business relationships can be regarded as 

resources irrespective of whether they are facilitated or have developed organically 

(Dittrich et al. 2006). Engineered and implanted settings have been found to 

promote emergent and organic processes and provide ‚creative arenas‛ (Doz et al. 

2000; Hjalmarsson and Johnsson 2003) for interaction. 

 

What influences development and performance in engineered cooperative and 

regional development-oriented settings? To answer these questions, I start by 

defining the type of collaborative network in focus here, that is, regional strategic 

networks (RSNs), and then positioning and relating this kind of cooperation to 

concepts such as strategic networks, clusters, cluster initiatives, innovation 

systems, and innovation networks. 

 

1.1 Regional strategic networks (RSNs) 

RSNs are born of the availability of funds dedicated to regional development 

strategies (Lundberg 2008) and may be considered organizational (Provan and 

Kenis 2008) or inter-organizational policy-facilitated and designed initiatives of 

three or more organizations pursuing common objectives over a period of 

sustained interaction (Huggins 2001). In their initial phase, RSNs are neither 

networks nor functioning organizations (Lundberg 2008). In this phase, they 

operate as temporary organizations (Thesis, papers 2 and 3) due to the project-

related conditions of their funding. RSNs aim to create arenas for cooperation and 

joint development that are supposed to become self organized over time and offer 

long-term benefits (Lundberg 2008). Inter-organizational networks such as RSNs 
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may thus be of ‚long-term, purposeful, deliberate character‛ (Lechner and 

Dowling 1999). 

 

Like strategic networks in general, RSNs provide members with opportunities to 

gain or sustain cooperative advantages vis-à-vis their competitors (Jarillo 1988). 

Strategic networks are settings of two or more companies cooperating for strategic 

business-related reasons (Hallén et al. 2009); RSNs differ from these in being 

initiated, designed, and promoted by some sort of a public actor for strategic 

reasons in order to achieve collaboration (Kenis and Provan 2006; Lundberg 2008; 

Lundberg and Johanson 2010). RSNs also have certain regional aims, such as 

facilitating and supporting interaction, entrepreneurship/innovation, knowledge 

development, and/or cooperative relationships between network member 

organizations. 

 

RSNs are collaborative project-based organizations with clear boundaries but often 

vague goals created through a political top–down process aiming to improve the 

business conditions in a particular region and strengthen the competitive position 

of the participating organizations. Strategic networks in general, on the other hand, 

are initiated by companies (bottom–up), have specific goals, are governed by 

contract, and are not subject to spatial requirements (Lundberg 2008). The top–

down approach to networking has so far attracted less interest in the research 

community than have networks that develop ‚organically‛. The dividing line, 

however, is less pronounced than it may seem at first sight, which makes designed 

or engineered network processes worth studying (Lundberg and Johanson 2010). 

In RSNs, as in strategic networks, one actor must take the initiative if relationships 

are to be developed, and such actions depend on assessing the performance of 

potential partners (Ford 2002). Both RSNs and strategic networks are centred on a 

‚hub‛ of one or more individuals, or one or more companies acting as coordinator 

(Jarillo 1988; Lundberg 2008; Thesis, paper 2) and relationship facilitator (Thesis, 

paper 2). 

 

Clusters are another form of collaborative setting; they include self-organized 

agglomerations of companies and have rather vague boundaries. They are based 

on a common business field and trust between the exchanging actors, and have a 

long-term character involving both cooperation and competition (Lundberg 2008). 

A cluster initiative may be regarded as a tool for fostering cluster development – 
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just as RSNs do. They are ‚organized efforts to enhance the competitiveness of a 

cluster, involving private industry, public authorities and/or academic institutions‛ 

(Sölvell 2009, p. 24). A cluster initiative involves various member firms, 

organizations, and often a cluster organization with an office, facilitator/manager, 

board, and various kinds of financing (e.g., member fees and public funding from 

international, national, regional, or local sources) (Sölvell 2009, p. 24). Cluster 

initiatives and RSNs can be considered synonymous; I choose to use the RSN 

concept in this thesis. 

 

‚Innovation network‛ is another term used to describe collaborative settings of 

loosely coupled autonomous companies and organizations seeking innovation 

(Dhanaraj and Parkhe 2006; Batterink et al. 2010; Rampersad et al. 2010). Such 

networks are often mobilized by a focal company for R&D activities (Ojasalo 2008). 

Cooperation in innovation networks focuses on facilitating incremental and radical 

change involving new technology or entry into new markets (Möller and Svahn 

2009). Facilitating innovation may be the goal of cluster initiatives and RSNs as 

well. The innovation system concept, however, refers to all networks of institutions 

‚in the public and private sector whose interactions initiate, import, modify and 

diffuse new technologies‛ (Nilsson and Uhlin 2002, p. 5). 

 

The relationships between the actors, whether social or business-related, constitute 

the ‚glue‛ in all these collaborative arrangements. Consequently, relationship 

building is a key issue for both researchers and practitioners to deal with 

(Lundberg and Johanson 2010). 

 

Business relationships are generally developed as result of long-standing 

sequences of interaction (Håkansson and Johanson 2001; Håkansson and Ford 

2002). They are mutual, long-term in nature, process based, context dependent 

(Holmlund and Törnroos 1997), and are often preceded by social relationships 

(Jack et al. 2008). Commitment is a relationship dimension related to closeness 

between actors (Sharma et al. 2006). The project-related organization of RSNs, 

which allows financing for short periods (e.g., two to three years), constitutes a 

challenge to relationship development. Despite this, RSNs are assumed to become 

self-supporting over time, generating outcomes such as collaboration, new 

company establishment, increased employment, new products, new services, 

entrepreneurship, and knowledge. In networks such as RSNs, the actors may be 
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linked politically, socially, and financially. Despite their loose structure, RSNs may 

still be capable of spreading information or engaging in collective action (Wiener 

and Diez 2005). 

 

In this thesis, expectations regarding outcomes and RSN design are assumed to 

influence the RSN interaction process and performance. Design concerns the 

composition of actors, for example, with respect to similarities and dissimilarities, 

differences in size and numbers, and diverging goals and resources in terms of 

knowledge, legitimacy, and access to funds. Design also concerns the choice of 

activities enabling interaction, relationship building, organizing, and performance. 

 

The interaction processes found in inter-organizational networks such as RSNs 

range from focusing on information exchange to the actual sharing of resources 

and joint policy making (Imperial 2005; Hallén et al. 2009). However, RSN 

interaction and performance are dependent on member commitment and 

relationship strength. These influencing factors can be supported or facilitated by 

suitable design. 

 

The network processes occurring in RSNs – as in other organizational networks – 

need to be clarified if one is to understand the conditions governing network 

performance, irrespective of whether these emanate from bottom–up processes or 

are the result of strategic decisions made by network participants or government 

officials (Provan and Kenis 2008). 

 

RSN performance is directly or indirectly influenced by criteria (sometimes called 

indicators), goals, and expectations formulated and established by funders, i.e., the 

EU, national, or regional governments, and the participating member 

organizations. The overall aim of the EU resource allocation system is to support 

initiatives and developments that contribute to desired effects. These effects can be 

viewed from two perspectives: first, the efficiency perspective, i.e., the extent to 

which RSN performance emphasizes goals and interactions that can fulfil the 

specified evaluation criteria assumed to contribute to regional development and 

related goals, and, second, the effectiveness perspective, i.e., the extent to which 

RSNs actually achieve the development aims of their initiators and network 

members. These two perspectives are not always compatible, as the aims of RSN 

members may differ from those specified in regional policy documents, 
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regulations, and guidelines. Such differences can cause problems when reporting 

to providers of public funding but may, on the other hand, be regarded as 

indications of the evolving business development processes that RSNs are actually 

meant to stimulate. 

 

Swedish RSNs (or cluster initiatives) are components of regional development 

policies that have been influenced by the ideas of Porter (1990, 1998) and theories 

concerning cluster mechanisms. According to Porter’s arguments, clusters provide 

favourable settings for exchange and cooperation. Johannisson (2005) confirms 

this, claiming that networks can be used to influence institutions and decision-

making centres and thus create prerequisites for altering development in a 

direction favourable to the initiator (p. 87). RSNs should therefore, according to 

Swedish regional development policies help create cluster-like settings. The basis 

of policy decisions of that kind may be complex, but these decisions are influenced 

by findings indicating that networks linking entrepreneurs have led to the 

establishment of new enterprises (Levin 1993; Thesis, paper 5). 

 

Entrepreneurship or entrepreneurial energy is here proposed as the first 

performance-related outcome of inter-organizational initiatives (Rosenfeld 1997), 

as RSNs may provide an arena for recognizing and/or creating opportunities that 

generate joint innovation, new business establishment, and creative ways of 

utilizing with available resources (Thesis, paper 5). Cooperation is proposed as the 

second performance-related outcome expected from RSNs; cooperation can 

contribute to further sales and redirected purchasing, as well as to joint production 

and knowledge development (Thesis, paper 4). Entrepreneurship (innovation) and 

cooperation are included among the prioritized areas in Sweden’s national strategy 

for regional competitiveness, entrepreneurship, and employment (2007–2013) (ESF 

2007). 

 

1.2 The complexity of RSN management  

While governance concerns creating and enabling prerequisites in terms of rules 

and regulations, management concerns engineering or designing in terms of 

triggering the development of business-related relationships between firms (see 

Doz et al. 2000). This distinction is further explored in paper 2 of the present thesis. 

An important management-related aspect to consider is the presence and nature of 
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context-related social capital, as social capital is believed to contribute to network 

development processes (Rosenfeld 1997; Westlund 2006). This also applies to RSN 

development processes, such as the development of business-related interaction 

between member organizations that helps facilitate cooperation and goal 

achievement. However, social capital may also hinder cooperation and 

development process when directed by diverging and partly contradictory logics 

(Westlund 2006; Thesis, paper 4).  

 

The RSN hub has a complex task, as it lacks formal authority over the members, 

that are often autonomous and independent entities primarily acting and 

interacting according to their own needs, which furthermore change over time. The 

task is often specified by actors external to the RSN, such as financiers, and 

expectations of outcomes are often high (Thesis, paper 2). 

 

The RSN management hub may, as in strategic networks generally, be a single 

company, a group of companies, a public agency, or some other individual or 

organization in charge of designing, coordinating, and achieving common goals 

(Lorenzoni and Baden-Fuller 1995; Lundberg and Johanson 2010; Thesis, paper 2). 

Initially, the task concerns designing the RSN in terms of identifying and gathering 

key actors, that is, individuals representing companies, groups of companies, 

and/or other organizations (Hellström and Johanson. 2009) as potential network 

members, developing internal routines related to the communication and 

arrangement of activities promoting interaction and relationship building (Thesis, 

paper 2). The task also concerns managing and coordinating members, available 

resources, and joint activities as well as identifying, implementing, brokering, and 

facilitating ways and methods of knowledge development, entrepreneurship, and 

innovation as well as resource mobilization for further activities (Thesis, paper 2). 

Resource mobilization may in turn require participation in dialogue with other 

public and private actors as well as legitimacy building to advance the cause in 

question and to support the hub (Thesis, paper 5). 

 

The RSN hub, as in general strategic networks, has to make relationship-related 

investments and implement necessary alterations (Lorenzoni and Baden Fuller 

1995; Dyer and Singh 1998). The uncertainty related to coordinating many, not 

always committed, unrelated, independent, and often competing member 

organizations is challenging (Human and Provan 2000), as is assembling and 
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funnelling information to members (Lorenzoni and Baden Fuller 1995). Actors in 

inter-organizational networks such as RSNs are often linked to each other and to 

the hub to share knowledge and resources, to develop shared policies and social 

norms (Imperial 2005; Thesis, papers 1 and 2), and to exchange information (Mohr 

and Spekman 1994; Thesis, paper 3). 

 

Actor composition is a further challenge, as the appropriate actor composition 

together with access to correct information (Lorenzoni and Baden Fuller 1995) may 

generate trust (Morgan and Hunt 1994) and constitute key elements in creating 

close relationships (Gadde and Håkansson 1993). Identifying the ‚right‛ medium 

and tool for inter-organizational communication is another challenge for the hub. 

Email is often used. Some scholars argue that email increases personal and 

organizational efficiency (Thesis, paper 3), while others argue that the use of email 

creates distance between individuals, as it replaces physical meetings and 

consequently reduces the amount of personal interaction, possibly engendering 

less trust, commitment, and openness between participants (Leek et al. 2003; 

Thesis, paper 3). 

 

The complexity of RSN management became obvious to me during my years as an 

industrial liaison officer assigned to broker contacts between industry, trade, the 

public sector, and academia; this experience has provided me with insight into the 

mechanisms and factors influencing RSN-like cooperation. Additional experience 

as an entrepreneur and as the initiator, hub, and evaluator of regional 

development processes further contributed to my pre-understanding of factors that 

influence RSNs. These are numerous and varied, as are the ways of managing 

resources, actors, and activities. Against the background of my various roles, as 

well as my many opportunities to gather data and view RSN evolution from 

various angles, the process of writing this thesis emerged from my desire to 

articulate my pre-understanding of the field. However, while following this path, 

new questions and insights arose, evoking my interest in learning, understanding, 

and knowing, without starting with implicit assumptions. 
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1.3 Purpose 

The purposes of the included papers summarized in Table 1:1 jointly form the 

basis of the overarching purpose of the present thesis. Against this background, the 

thesis endeavours to identify vital factors that affect RSN performance and to bring 

these influencing factors together in a comprehensive conceptual framework. 

 

 

Table 1:1. Titles and abbreviated purposes of the papers included in the thesis 

 

Papers Title Purpose 

Paper 1 Designing for commit-

ment in regional 

strategic networks 

To identify structural factors and activities that 

influence the development of commitment  

Paper 2 Managing regional 

strategic networks: the 

tasks of the hub 

To address network management by exploring and 

categorizing management tasks performed by the hub 

in the three phases of RSN development and to suggest 

a basic framework for further studies 

Paper 3 Email as a 

communication 

strategy in a regional 

strategic network 

To describe and analyse the development of email 

communication over time in an RSN with an explicit 

communication strategy in which email is designated 

the preferred means of communication 

Paper 4 Cooperation among 

companies, 

universities, and local 

government in a 

Swedish context 

To clarify the wider business context of companies and 

the possible benefits in terms of innovation capacity 

accruing to the three categories of actors (i.e., 

companies, government, and universities) from 

involving themselves more actively in each other’s 

development work 

Paper 5 Entrepreneurial 

networking processes 

To identify factors constituting entrepreneurial 

processes and to develop a model of collective and 

network-related entrepreneurial processes to improve 

our understanding of such processes 

 

 

The thesis consists of the present summary and five papers. The structure of the 

summary is presented in Table 1:2. The first part is this introduction to regional 

strategic networks, including the purpose of the thesis. The second part focuses on 

background factors such as regional development and governance policies, EU 

Structural Funds, Swedish and regional aspects of regional development, clusters, 

innovation networks, innovation systems, business networks, performance criteria 

(indicators), focus, and limitations. The third part includes the theoretical 
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framework, while the fourth part deals with methodology and the specific 

methodological aspects of papers 1–5. The fifth part summarizes the five papers 

included in the thesis, and the sixth and final part of the summary presents a 

concluding discussion, managerial implications, and suggestions for further 

research. After this, the five constituent papers of the thesis follow in full text. 
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Table 1:2. Structure of the thesis summary 

 



 

  12 

2 THE SETTING OF REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT FROM 

AN EU PERSPECTIVE 

 

2.1 Regional development and policies for governance 

The term ‚region‛ includes a wide range of meanings, referring to space in several 

senses: territorial, political, economic, and functional as well as the space of social 

interaction. A region may be defined as a meeting of various space- and action-

oriented systems of social and economic interchange underpinned by institutions 

(Keating 1998). According to Jessop (1994), a region may be the manifestation of 

the socially and politically mobilized body of individuals and agencies integrated 

through civic activities that differentiate them structurally from outsiders, making 

them strive to create or maintain their own community. A region is characterized 

by policy arenas, and by functions in the policy and planning process determined 

by its networking activities. 

 

Through the Maastricht Treaty of 1991 and the establishment of the Committee of 

Regions and the principle of , the prospect of an arising ‚Europe of regions‛ was 

born. This can be considered the starting point for the rise of interactive, local 

governance structures, partnerships, and post-national planning actions 

(Veggeland 2000). Against the background of globalization, the borderless network 

society, economic and political theories of competition, growth and democratic 

advantages, a new regionalism has started to grow in Europe. Neo-regionalism has 

promoted a type of development in which states change from being interventionist 

to being networking and regulatory states comprising what are called competitive 

regions (Veggeland 2004). The ultimate aim of the regional strategy was to make 

the EU the world’s leading competitive economy, characterized by sustainable 

growth and social coherence (Programme for Regional Growth in the county of 

Västernorrland 2004). 

 

Implementing the treaty’s growth-related strategies called for a regional contract 

model of devolution and decentralization, as the EU required an organized level of 

regional authorities and efficient policy implementation. The organization was to 

include actors and negotiators that would operate in partnership with other 

authorities focusing on designing development-related programmes. Such an 

organization was a requirement for regions and states that wished to benefit from 
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EU Structural Funds and other regional policies financed by the European 

Commission (Veggeland 2004). Consequently, organizational and administrative 

traditions came to influence the restructuring processes in the member states when 

public authority was decentralized and new institutions were built (see La Galé 

and Lequesne 1998). The bottom line of the European developmental initiative was 

to support and achieve competitive regions and economic growth by means of 

business and product development. This includes the public sector in terms of 

forming strong regional governance structures for economic purposes, but not 

strong regional governments per se (Veggeland 2004). 

 

According to Veggeland (2004), there are two state-formation traditions that might 

affect the regionalization process in EU regions. The first is the Continental 

tradition, in which the state plays the role of a collective actor negotiating with the 

regional authorities implementing the national state policy. Regional partnerships 

in this tradition imply the contractualization of agreements on shared competence, 

responsibility, and financial obligations between regions, the central state, and the 

EU, evidencing a top–down attitude. The second is the British tradition, in which 

the market reigns – not the state. Functionality is rated higher than parliamentary 

legitimacy and the state acts as a mediator between political and social interests. 

Regionalization in this context implies relocating governance and responsibility to 

many independent public agencies, authorities, other governmental bodies, or 

public–private partnerships, in a bottom–up approach. 

 

In line with the top–down role described by Veggeland (2004), Gren (2002) 

characterizes regions as functional, economically driven entities currently trying to 

act like ‚spearheads‛ of economic growth. Smouts (1998) focuses on the top–down 

aspect of regionalization and claims that regionalization will only work if it is 

understood ‚at the bottom‛, for example, by entrepreneurs, tradesmen, workmen, 

and consumers. However, the increase in transnational flows has been 

accompanied and fed by the development of private networks. The role of the 

regions is emphasized, as the nation-state and EU regional development provisions 

favour, first, ‚market-making‛ regulations and, second, ‚market-correcting‛ 

regulations and subventions in order to achieve balanced competitiveness (Castells 

1996). 
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Critics of top–down, massive, and concentrated industrialization policy claim that 

such development requires skills rather than resources. It implies that government 

should adopt policies that will coordinate the spillovers among entrepreneurs. As 

many spillovers are local, these critics emphasize that geographical considerations 

should play a key role in policy shaping (Glavan 2007). 

 

Regional development implies economic growth. The performance of a regional 

economy, however, depends on its endowment of resources and assets. The 

efficiency with which resources are used depends on a complex array of 

institutional, social, and cultural factors and on the presence of suitable strategies. 

 

The role of regions has been defined as the ‚capacity to integrate and shape local 

interests, organizations and social groups‛ and ‚develop more or less unified 

strategies with private actors, the state, other cities and levels of government‛ (Le 

Galés 1998, p. 253). EU regional policy was based on the Lisbon Strategy (2000–

2010), which aimed to make the EU the world’s most competitive, dynamic, and 

knowledge-based economy, capable of maintaining sustainable economic growth 

as well as offering more and better-qualified jobs and more social coherence. This 

strategy caused, in turn, the development of national priorities for regional 

competitiveness, entrepreneurship, and employment (2007–2013) summarized in 

terms of innovation and renewal, skills and improved workforce supply, 

accessibility, and strategic cross-border cooperation. The national strategy is linked 

to the national and regional Structural Funds as well as to the regional 

development strategies and regional growth programmes (The national strategy 

for regional competitiveness 2007–2013, p. 5). 

 

2.2 The Structural Funds as a European system 

The regional development funds (also called the Structural Funds) are considered 

among the most important EU instruments for implementing the cohesion policy. 

The funds have three main objectives, and Sweden is eligible for support under 

two of them, namely, ‚regional competitiveness and employment‛ and ‚European 

territorial cooperation‛. The third and most prioritized objective is ‚convergence‛. 

This objective aims to stimulate growth and employment in the least developed 
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European regions. Significant sums1 are channelled into regional development 

initiatives every year through the Structural Funds, national and regional 

government agencies, and private enterprises. During the period of the EU 

Objective 1 Programme (2000–2006), each of these contributed about a third of the 

total investment. Starting in 2007, public sector actors at the national, regional, and 

local levels have provided co-financing (Develop Sweden 2010; Parker and 

Ekelund 2011). The impact of the Structural Funds has been questioned, as few 

quantifiable effects of funding on target variables, such as per capita income and 

employment rates, have been found. Furthermore, there is no ‚support linking EU-

related funding to any of the 15 intermediary variables capturing various aspects 

of business dynamism, skills, and labour-market development‛ (Parker and 

Ekelund 2010, p. 26). The Structural Funds will operate until 2013, when new 

regulations and guidelines will be presented. 

 

Three valid keywords are worth emphasizing when implementing the Lisbon 

Strategy and regional governance viewed from the EU’s top–down regional policy 

perspective. The first keyword is additionality, which means that the Commission 

requires assurance from the member states concerning the ability of the Structural 

Funds to fulfil additional requirements, in the sense that the financing from the 

funds is to be added to resources from the national and regional levels. 

Programming is the second keyword, referring to the Commission’s approach to 

administering the Structural Funds. It implies that development programmes and 

strategic plans are required from the cooperating authorities responsible for 

financially supporting the region with the aim of defining objectives and securing 

financial cooperation. The third keyword is partnerships, referring to regional 

public–public and public–private partnerships identified as driving forces in 

regional development. Regional development plans should be anchored in 

                                                           
1 In the first years of the new millennium, approximately 10 billion Swedish crowns 

(approximately 1 billion) were annually channelled into regional development projects in 

Sweden, of which the regional development funds provided one third, while national and 

regional governmental agencies and private enterprises provided the other two thirds 

(NUTEK 2004; Parker and Ekelund 2011). In 2007–2013, more than 8 billion Swedish crowns 

(approximately 0.8 billion) in EU funding are to be channelled through the eight regional 

structural fund programmes and distributed to projects in Sweden. The region of Mid–

North Sweden will distribute 1.6 billion Swedish crowns (0.6 billion) of these funds. This 

will be supplemented by national public co-financing (Tillväxtverket, Develop Sweden 

2010).  
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partnership agreements reached through complex bargaining processes and 

formalized in agreements and contracts, according to the top–down tradition 

(Veggeland 2004). 

 

To achieve decentralized governance and to support the development of regions in 

practice, the Council of the European Union issued an act regulating general 

conditions for the Structural Funds (EU No. 1260/1999). This act was soon followed 

by a regulation from the EU Parliament and Council No. 1783/1999) on the 

European Regional Development Fund and the Social Fund (Council No. 

1784/1999) in which the terms for the these funds were outlined. These acts were 

followed by further ones (e.g., Council No. 1424/1999) that identified principles of 

governance. The purpose behind activating the Structural Funds was to provide 

funds for balancing the developmental differences between the regions in the 

union and to strengthen economic growth and social unity. These acts regulate the 

assignment of the Structural Funds as well as the administration, coordination, and 

cooperation of their internal operations and those of other related financial 

institutions. 

 

The Structural Funds were initiated to supply the embryonic regional governments 

of the time with resources. One third of the EU budget was allocated to the 

Structural Funds in various parts or regions in Europe, of which Objective 1 was a 

regional development support programme that started in Sweden in January 2001. 

The various regions (in Sweden represented by the counties) were assigned the 

task of designing strategies and regulations that in turn were to form the basis of 

grant decisions in the programme. In 2007, the programme was changed (Annex 6. 

N2006/9085/RUT); the regions were once more altered as were their aims. The 

organization of the Structural Funds is regional, as is the decree outlining focus 

areas and issues. Grant decisions are made at three levels by assemblies of key 

regional actors from both the public and private sectors. 

 

Figure 2:1 offers a structure for understanding when relevant decisions were made 

and how they influence the guidelines of the structural funds and regional 

development on differing levels. The documents included are selected in order to 

illustrate the basic mile-stones in the development during the last decade, and the 

listing of documents is thus not exhaustive. 
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Figure 2:1. Steering documents of the EU Structural Funds and Swedish regional 

development policy-system 
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A European political perspective, formalized in many documents, can be seen as 

emphasizing the roles that states can and should play in supporting economic 

growth. Michael Porter’s argument that clusters might provide favourable settings 

for exchange and cooperation can be seen as legitimizing this political strategy of 

the EU. Regional clusters, cluster initiatives, and innovation networks are 

supposed to be developed via activities stimulating formal or informal and more 

cooperation between firms or organizations, thereby strengthening the knowledge 

infrastructure (Regional clusters in Europe 2002). 

 

2.3 The Swedish and regional aspects of regional development 

 

To understand the factors influencing RSNs and RSN performance, we need to 

identify the entities that facilitate and govern regional development and often 

finance the projects that initiate RSNs. The Swedish government enacted a bill 

(2001/02:4) in January 2001 aiming to implement and guide a nationwide policy for 

growth and development by means of regional development strategies according 

to the top–down European tradition. The regional development strategies outline 

the chosen strategies of the regional authorities, focusing on developing ‚well-

functioning and sustainable regions of employment with a high level of service 

throughout the country‛ (RDS 2004). 

 

A growth-related contract was completed for the regions (counties) in Sweden 2002 

and for Västernorrland County in 2003; regional growth programmes were then 

formulated for the subsequent period (2004–2007; 2007-2013). These were action- 

and activity-based programmes focusing on coordination, intra-industry 

cooperation, and sustainability viewed from a trade and industry perspective. The 

programme encompassed financial resources and was linked to other financial 

institutions operating with similar objectives. The aim was to concentrate financial 

support on more distinct objectives in order to obtain more efficient results than 

could be expected from more dispersed allocation. An additional aim was that the 

programme itself should function as a learning process (Governmental Decision 

2002-11-14, nos. 11 and 12). Every region was to mould its own plans together with 

other potential public and private partners. The Structural Funds and the regional 

growth programme have adhered to the same guiding principles. 
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In Sweden, top–down policy was implemented through regulations of the 

Structural Funds that influenced development goals and conditions for financial 

support. Domestic regional policy also paved the way for regional initiatives, 

needs, and adaptations typical of the bottom–up tradition. 

 

2.4 Clusters, innovation networks, innovation systems, and 

business networks 

 

Theories of clusters point to the gains expected to accrue from concentrations of 

related industries. A cluster is defined by Michael Porter as a ‚geographically 

proximate group of interconnected companies and associated institutions in a 

particular field, linked by commonalities and complementarities. The geographical 

scope of clusters ranges from a region, a state, or even a single city to span nearby 

or neighboring countries‛ (Porter 2000, p. 215). The interconnected companies of 

clusters can be regarded as ‚non-random agglomerations of firms with similar or 

closely complementary capabilities‛ (Maskell and Kebir 2009, p. 1) that are in some 

sense related though not joined by common ownership or management. The 

boundaries of clusters are vague due to their self-organized character (Lundberg 

2008), which in some senses makes them work like internal markets allowing 

commodities, services, and knowledge to be traded among insiders without 

restricting their ability to interact with suppliers and customers residing elsewhere. 

 

Within a cluster, the barriers to acquiring and utilizing knowledge produced or 

used locally are often low (Maskell and Lorenzen 2003, p. 18). As the companies 

and organizations within a cluster belong to a particular field (Porter 2000), they 

often form a common culture and, as a cluster is not managed, trust and reputation 

function as governing mechanisms (Lundberg 2008). 

 

Porter (1998) claims that the geographical concentration of firms typical of clusters 

promotes innovation and competitiveness. However, ‚a role for government in 

cluster development should not be confused with the notion of industrial policy as 

the intellectual foundations of cluster theory and industrial policy are 

fundamentally different, as are their implications for government policy‛ (Porter 

2000, p. 27). 
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Rosenfeld (1997) states that cluster companies have active channels for business 

transactions, dialogue, and communication and he sees these channels as vital to 

the development of local production and/or a social system that constitutes a 

cluster. This is consistent with the view articulated in the EU report Regional 

clusters in Europe (2002). 

 

Two overlapping concepts frequently used in policy texts on development issues 

are innovation systems and innovation networks. For the purpose of the present 

thesis, there is no need to define these concepts, but it should be noted that authors 

on innovation systems, for example, Eriksson (2005) and Uyarra (2010), use the 

same concepts used here when discussing RSNs, for example, resources, 

relationships, and actors. These concepts are used in regional contexts dealing with 

cooperation, knowledge development, and knowledge diffusion between firms 

within planned systems that are supposed to strengthen inter-firm collaboration 

and the involvement of knowledge organizations. Authors dealing with innovation 

networks, such as Dahnaraj and Parkhe (2006), Ojasalo (2008), Batterink et al. 

(2010), and Rampersad et al. (2010), discuss innovation and knowledge 

development by means of R&D and characterize innovation networks as evolving 

but at the same time as managed by a hub firm, innovation broker, or network 

manager. Innovation networks may or may not be publicly funded. The two 

concepts, innovation systems and innovation networks, overlap with RSNs; they 

are narrower than RSNs in that they focus exclusively on innovation, whereas 

RSNs can serve other purposes, but they are wider than RSNs in that they are often 

assumed to encompass larger portions of business networks, for example, several 

clusters, more extended value chains, and bigger regions. 

 

The overall target of many RSNs is to create relationships between RSN members 

that evolve into business relationships, as in business networks or clusters. 

Business networks, as characterized in the markets-as-networks framework, are 

defined as ‚sets of connected exchange relationships among business units‛ 

(Blankenburg and Johanson 1992, p. 29). The important concept of connectedness 

serves here as the conceptual link between relationships and networks. Lundberg 

(2008) takes this further, supported by Ford et al. (1997), by arguing that ‚every 

firm exists within a complex network of interactions between actors exchanging 

information, expertise, goods, services, payments and loans, etc.‛. The business 
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network consists of nodes (firms) and the relationships between them (Lundberg 

2008, p. 19). When entering an RSN, prospective members are already parts of 

business networks in which their positions should be strengthened by any new 

business relationships created through the RSN. On the other hand, it is not 

impossible that existing business relationships could be weakened by new contacts 

obtained through RSN activities. 

 

2.5 Performance criteria from the EU, national, and regional 

perspectives 

 

The top–down governance perspective of the EU is outlined in the guidelines 

derived from regionalization policy documents. It is represented by resource 

allocation intended to solve problems or facilitate opportunities to solve collective 

societal problems (Hedlund and Montin 2010). The aim is to initiate the creation of 

structures of ‚good regional governance‛. The phrase itself manifests the ‚top–

down‛ ambition of generating bottom–up arrangements and actions intending to 

involve civil society, foster public discourse, and create institutional transparency 

and accountability (Veggeland 2004). 

 

At the operational level, that is, when EU funds are allocated by regional 

authorities and regional Structural Funds to specific projects applying for grants, 

these general principles materialize as performance criteria. These can be very 

detailed, spelling out goals and expectations identified at the EU and national 

levels, essentially indirectly or directly guiding the emphasis of applications. Such 

criteria are intended to reflect the promotion of learning environments, innovation, 

cooperation, and other activities expected to have strategic impact and leading to 

growth, increased competitiveness, and employment (The national strategy for 

regional competitiveness 2007–2013). Equality and sustainability are to be 

considered. While growth is measured by the increase in investments, new firms, 

and employees, competitiveness is measured by goals concerning increased private 

sector profits, new patents, new products reaching the market, collaborative and 

development-related projects, and the results obtained (Utvecklingskraft för ett 

hållbart Mittsverige, 2007–2013). 
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The public–private financing of RSNs follows the EU principles of additionality 

and partnership (Veggeland 2004). Bottom–up and public member-related 

resources are thus duplicated by the EU Structural Funds. In other words, financial 

support from the Structural Funds matches the funds invested by public actors in 

such projects. 

 

The EU performance criteria for projects financed through these funds are related 

to expected growth and competitiveness, and influence national and regional 

criteria that in turn serve as structures guiding the design of projects at the RSN 

and cluster levels. Criteria regarding social dimensions, such as gender equality, 

ethnic integration, and sustainability, are also applied. 

 

RSNs are often organized by means of project-related grants with an action 

timeframe of up to three years. This influences project strategy and how goals are 

set, as well as the RSN networking process and performance. 

 

2.6 Focus of the thesis 

 

The scope of the research question is summarized in Figure 2:2. The focus of the 

thesis primarily concerns actors, resources, and activities, and how these influence 

RSNs and RSN performance. Actors, resources, and activities are concepts 

emanating from the ARA model developed within the markets-as-networks 

perspective according to which actors, resources, and activities are related in 

business networks and defined in relation to each other, making them reciprocally 

dependent (Håkansson and Johanson 1992). RSNs have certain features resembling 

business networks, as RSN actors may have business relationships and as RSN 

activities and resources may influence participants and their own business 

networks. RSNs comprise actors performing activities and controlling resources, 

which makes the actor, resource, and activity concepts usable as a basis for 

developing a model integrating all the factors influencing RSNs and RSN 

performance. 
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Figure 2:2. RSN performance and influencing factors  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Actors, resources, and activities are thus seen as factors directly influencing RSN 

performance. Actors, viewed from an RSN perspective, are public/private 

organizations and their representatives with differing characteristics and goals 

linked by relationships with each other and/or with actors outside the RSN. The 

RSN actors may be more or less committed to each other, the hub, and their 

common cause and may be located close to or far from each other. RSN resources 

are seen as physical, human, or related to social capital. RSN activities rarely 

initially concern business-related exchange. Instead, due to the organized character 

of RSNs, designing and managing the RSN and communicating with members 

may be the primary activities, as may sharing information, knowledge, and 

resources, joint innovation, and developing common goals, policies, and norms. 
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3 THEORY AND MODEL  

3.1 Factors influencing regional strategic networks 

 

The ARA model was initially developed to provide a basis for studying roles and 

sets of actors in industrial development processes, but it can also be applied more 

generally to the functions performed by network actors (Håkansson and Johanson 

1992; Håkansson and Snehota 1995). It conceptualizes the substance of business 

relationships and comprises three dimensions: activity links, resources ties, and 

actor bonds (Håkansson and Johanson 1992; Håkansson and Snehota 1995). The 

business network is formed of these connections. The model describes how actors 

are bound to each other, how resources are tied to other resources, and how 

activities are linked together, but also how all these connections are interrelated 

and thus reciprocally dependent. Activities, resources, and actors are regarded as 

the three layers of business relationships (Prenkert 2003, pp. 27–28), an 

understanding that highlights the interplay between the interactions occurring in 

each layer (Håkansson et al. 2009). 

 

The choice of the ARA model as an analytical tool may be questioned, as 

relationships and business-related interaction are initially absent from RSNs. 

However, the model expresses a desired state of interaction, and the relevance of 

the variables is underlined by the use of a similar categorization (i.e., actors, 

linkages, and relations/interactions) as core elements in delimiting national and 

regional systems of innovation (Cornett 2009). 

 

In the ARA model, actors are defined as individuals, single firms, or groups of 

firms present at various levels, having definite knowledge of the available 

resources, and performing activities they know something about in order to control 

the network (Håkansson et al. 2009). Activities are regarded as transactions, 

transformations, activity cycles, or transaction chains. Activities link resources, 

allowing them to be altered or exchanged with other resources, and are associated 

with ‚technical, administrative, commercial and other activities‛ (Håkansson and 

Snehota 1995, p. 26). Resources are regarded as tangible or intangible (Håkansson 

et al. 2009), heterogeneous, human, physical, and mutually dependent 

(Blankenburg and Holm 1990, p. 27). The actors are jointly or individually in 

control, possess definite knowledge of the available resources (Dubois 1994, p. 23; 
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Blankenburg and Holm 1990, p. 27) and are situated within a wider web of 

interacting actors (Håkansson et al. 2009). 

 

 

Figure 3:1 The ARA model. 

 

 

 
 

 

In the following, the actor, resource, and activity categories are used to describe 

factors influencing RSN performance. Applying the ARA model to RSNs 

comprising a mix of members, sometimes related socially, sometimes through 

business, but quite often not at all, implies reinterpreting the ARA model. The 

different layers of the ARA model are put to use as factors influencing relationship 

building and performance in terms of cooperation and entrepreneurship. 

Performance and how it is linked to actors, activities, and resources, as indicated in 

the extended and adapted model (Figure 3:2), does not have a precise 

correspondence in the ARA model. The content and definition of the concepts also 

differ due to the context and character of RSNs.  

 

Considering the suggested factors influencing RSNs and RSN performance, the 

elements highlighted in Figure 2:2 are specified further in Figure 3:2 below. 
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Figure 3:2. Factors influencing RSN performance – in detail. 

 

 

 
 

The categories specified in Figure 3:2 are discussed in the following sections. 

 

 

3.1.1 Actors 

The actor category translated to RSN settings often comprises actors from the 

private and public sectors as well as from universities (Thesis, papers 1, 4, and 5; 

Lundberg and Johanson 2010). Some of the actors in a setting may be related to 

each other while others are not; moreover, the strength and number of 

relationships vary, as does actor participation in activities and their contributions 

to RSN resources (Thesis, papers 1 and 2). The RSN actors are selected, invited to, 

and assembled in the network by its initiators (Thesis, paper 2) often according to 

specific development-related ideas (Thesis, papers 4 and 5) or to meet threats 

(Thesis, papers 2, 4, and 5), solve shared problems (Thesis, papers 1, and 4), reduce 

risks and costs (Thesis, papers 1 and 3), and increase the ability to compete (Thesis, 

paper 1). RSNs are created networks, and this puts demands on their design 

against the background of expected performance. 
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Actor composition 

The composition of actors influences performance over time (Human and Provan 

2000), as an RSN comprising competing and similar actors (a homogeneous RSN) 

may be suitable for cooperation only on competition-neutral subjects, for example, 

knowledge development. An RSN comprising dissimilar and complementary 

actors (a heterogeneous RSN) may, however, facilitate cooperation related to 

business development and entrepreneurship and innovation (Thesis, papers 1 and 

5). In RSNs comprising actors with homogeneous resources, commitment leading 

to relationship development and cooperation is likely if the actors can agree on 

overarching common goals (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

Thus, in RSNs as in other inter-organizational networks made up of homogeneous, 

competing actors, the members may be reluctant to cooperate or share information 

(Provan and Kenis 2007). In a heterogeneous RSN, however, actors may be more 

inclined to cooperate as they can focus on sharing experiences, knowledge, and 

resources and developing their businesses together (Thesis, paper 1). Similarity is 

often, but not always, related to the actors’ lines of business, but it can also imply 

commonality in appearance, lifestyle, values, culture, and goals (Palmatier et al. 

2006). Similarity may, on one hand, ensure learning, as the actors have similar 

abilities to understand and use information given, i.e., absorptive capacity (Cohen 

and Levinthal 1990). On the other hand, similarity can create lock-in effects, as 

actors possessing and circulating the same information may transform shared 

knowledge into unquestioned ‚truths‛ that may hinder further development 

(Grabher 2004). An RSN consisting of similar and therefore competing actors may, 

however, choose a common path and focus on competition-neutral activities as the 

situation may preclude business cooperation (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

Complementarities in actor composition, on the other hand, may facilitate 

exchange of information and knowledge necessary for business development and 

innovation (Thesis, papers 1 and 5) and commitment (Thesis, paper 1). Actors in 

complementary settings differ, for example, in terms of line of business, 

experience, knowledge, and training, so more effort is required to achieve joint 

action, sharing, exchange, and cooperation due to insufficient absorptive capacity 

(Cohen and Levintahl 1990), differences in culture (Thesis, papers 1 and 2), and 

differences in social capital (Thesis, paper 4; Westlund 2006). Incentives to 
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membership and participation in RSN activities may, however, be strong in 

complementary settings, as collaborative business opportunities that may arise are 

visualized and conceptualized (Thesis, papers 1 and 5). 

 

Size refers to whether RSNs are composed of organizations of similar size. Such 

similarity may motivate network members to participate actively and encourage 

new members to join, as they might otherwise lose important information and be 

left outside relevant action. Similarity in size may promote interaction, 

cooperation, and knowledge development (Thesis, paper 1). Dissimilarity in size 

can affect performance differently, as large organizations might provide legitimacy 

and access to resources for small and medium-sized companies (Klint and Sjöberg 

2003; Thesis, papers 2 and 5), facilitating collaboration (Nilsson and Nilsson 1992; 

Thesis, paper 4), entrepreneurship, and innovation (Thesis, papers 1 and 5). Large 

organizations may have resources to actively participate in activities and benefit 

from RSN cooperation. Resources that allow participation may be scarce in small 

organizations, but this may be counterbalanced by their dependency on 

cooperation for business development and entrepreneurship. 

 

The number of members is considered crucial in RSN design. The number of 

joining actors, i.e., RSN members, determines the number of relationships that 

could develop among the participants (Lundberg and Johanson 2010). The number 

of actors is suggested to be a structural factor influencing development of 

commitment (Thesis, paper 1). A large number of members creates a strong basis 

for action. Networks of many actors linked by weak ties provide members with 

access to various experiences and kinds of knowledge, which may provide a source 

of vital information that otherwise would be unattainable (Granovetter 1973). Such 

information exchange may in turn reinforce the development of knowledge, 

innovation, and entrepreneurship. 

 

On the other hand, having too many members in an RSN could affect performance 

and cooperation negatively, as it may be difficult to gain an overview of such an 

RSN and the members may find it difficult to assess their own contributions 

(Araujo and Brito 1998; Thesis, paper 1). Extensive inter-organizational networks 

such as RSNs may be difficult to manage, as management complexity will increase 

exponentially with the number of participating actors and the number of 

interrelationships. 
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In an RSN with only a few members, the demand for participation in activities is 

greater. Otherwise, a small subset of members will end up doing most of the work, 

leading to declining enthusiasm, increased frustration, and a gradual shift of more 

responsibility onto the hub (Provan and Kenis 2007; Thesis, paper 1). The 

incentives for commitment and cooperation may be affected negatively in such 

RSNs (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

In industrial networks, actors assume various roles. In an extensive literature 

study, Heikkinen et al. (2007) identified twelve roles divided between two levels: at 

the network level, the roles of webber (webmaster), instigator, gatekeeper, advocate, 

facilitator, compromiser, aspirant, and accessory provider; and at the task level, the 

roles of producer, planner, entrant, and auxiliary function provider. The network 

level refers to subsets of larger networks defined around interrelated groups of 

actors pursuing shared goals. Such subsets are also called strategic nets and value 

nets (Heikkinen et al. 2007; Rampersad et al. 2009). 

 

Management-related roles in RSNs, however, are often undertaken by the hub in 

cooperation with members who act as ‚drivers‛ pushing the network development 

process forward, ‚designers‛ who plan and design the RSN, ‚delegates‛ who 

participate as ‚delegates‛ (IM-Group 2003), and ‚free-riders‛ who take a passive 

stance. Large actors may, furthermore, act as ‚dragons‛ providing legitimacy to 

the network, its members (Klint and Sjöberg 2003), and their actions (Thesis, 

papers 1 and 5). 

 

The hub 

The hub role of the RSN manager is the second element in the actor category in the 

model (Figure 3:2). The hub role is vital to RSN performance (Lundberg and 

Johanson 2010), as hub actions influence relationship development, which forms 

the basis for cooperation and business development (Thesis, paper 2). 

 

RSN management involves handling both actors external to the RSN and internal 

relationships with members. Important external management tasks in inter-

organizational networks of such kind concern establishment of relationships to 

public sector actors and the initiating actor as well as monitoring and control in 

order to ensure goal fulfilment (Kenis and Provan 2006) and the proper use of 
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funding. This implies bureaucratic control (Parker and Ekelund 2010), which is 

problematic in collaborative settings (Kenis and Provan 2006). In organizational 

and inter-organizational networks such as RSNs, however, monitoring and control 

may facilitate involvement in collective and mutually supportive action, provide 

stability and resources, and lead to methods for efficient resource utilization. 

Success in organizing depends on member willingness to share information 

(Williams 2005), knowledge, and resources. The management of external 

relationships plays an important part in establishing and managing knowledge 

networks that include actors from both the public and private sectors, as access to 

external institutions increases resource availability (Clarysse and Bruneel 2007; 

Thesis, paper 5). 

 

The hub also deals with the internal management of the RSN, often in cooperation 

with a board made up of specially assigned members (Thesis, paper 2). In this role, 

the hub is also referred to as a network administration organization (NAO) 

(Provan and Kenis 2008; Provan and Kenis 2009), triggering function (Doz et al. 

2000), orchestrator (Dahnaraj and Parkhe 2006), innovation and knowledge broker 

(Cillo 2005; Winch and Courtney 2007; Batterink et al. 2010; Kimble et al. 2010), or 

coordinator (Winkler 2006) the main purpose of which is to increase efficiency 

(Provan and Kenis 2008) by acting as boundary-spanner, development facilitator, 

and actor in charge of maintaining personal relationships (Winkler 2006). The tasks 

of the hub are also considered to include arranging deliberate, purposeful actions 

intended to create and extract value from the network (Dhanaraj and Parkhe 2006) 

and promoting innovation by connecting, recombining, and transferring 

knowledge to member companies (Cillo 2005). 

 

In line with Jarillo (1988), the hub can be defined as comprising one or several 

individuals, firms, and agencies often complemented by board structures including 

a subset of the network members (Provan and Kenis 2008) who may be assigned 

tasks as project leaders, but are expected to lead RSN development processes over 

time (Thesis, paper 2). These processes may, however, come to a halt at early and 

sensitive stages of relationship development due to the short-term nature of much 

project funding. Such halts may generate funding gaps, reducing the ability to 

arrange activities and employ hub staff persons. Lack of continuity in the hub can 

considerably disturb the RSN collaborative process (Thesis, paper 2). 
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Engineered networks (Doz et al. 2000) such as RSNs may have a low initial density, 

as relationships may be missing between certain members. The hub can help 

connect such members, possibly leading to relational investments (Doz et al. 2000; 

Lorenzoni and Lipparini 1999). A context fostering ‚emergent‛ relationship 

processes may develop if an active hub undertakes the operational part of network 

creation and maintenance (Lorenzoni and Baden-Fuller 1995; Provan and Kenis 

2008). 

 

The task of the hub is complex and demanding. As discussed in paper 2 of the 

thesis, these tasks can be organized into seven categories related to network 

design, management, innovation support, and knowledge development. The tasks 

are called process leading, designing, communicating, resource mobilizing, 

disturbance handling, developing knowledge and facilitating innovation (Thesis 

paper 2). Performance related to entrepreneurship and innovation may be 

promoted by the hub in the innovation facilitating and resource mobilizing tasks 

(Thesis, paper 5), while knowledge development may be spurred by the hub 

brokering, transferring, and arranging activities, which facilitate knowledge 

exchange and development (Thesis, paper 2). 

 

The desired aims are related to interaction, opportunity recognition/creation, 

relationship building, and knowledge development. The tasks undertaken to 

achieve these aims range from designing and driving the RSN setup, through 

mediating information exchange, marketing, actor and activity coordination, 

facilitating entrepreneurship leading to innovation, brokering and creating 

contacts and structures for knowledge development, as well as providing support 

and stability to prevent conflict and providing working practices and arenas for 

interaction (Thesis, paper 2; Human and Provan 2000). Discharging such tasks 

increases the volume and variety of regional interconnectivity, which in turn 

contributes to the diffusion of ideas and of technological, managerial, and market-

related knowledge (Collinson and Gregson 2003). 

 

Actor goals 

Actor goals and expectations constitute the third element in the actor category in 

the model depicted in Figure 3:2. These goals and expectations are assumed to 

influence the choice of activities and the development of relationship commitment 

(Thesis, paper 1) and collaboration. An actor’s goal may be to use RSN 
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membership to achieve their own goals. Consensus on broad network-level goals 

may, in the absence of hierarchy, stimulate network members to be more involved 

and committed to the network and thus more likely to work together (Provan and 

Kenis 2008). 

 

Huxham and van Vangen (2004) have noted that companies in business networks 

are reluctant to set and communicate goals for cooperation; this may be due to the 

lack of authority relationships leading the goal-setting processes (Winkler 2006). 

Collaboration, however, arguably involves goals at various levels, for example, the 

inter-organizational, organizational, and individual levels. Collaborative goals 

define the purpose of inter-organizational collaboration, while organizational goals 

concern the organization’s own potential gains from collaboration and touch on 

what individual people hope to gain from collaboration (Huxham and van Vangen 

2004; Tuusjärvi 2010). 

 

In RSNs, goals are correspondingly present at the RSN level, at the level of the 

business activities of member organizations, and at the level of individual member 

firm representatives. All these goals may overlap, though not completely 

(Lundberg 2008; Lundberg and Johanson 2010; Thesis, paper 1). Joint goals for the 

RSN may be difficult to define as RSN members often differ in background and 

line of business. Personal relationships might, however, resolve potential 

individual and goal-related member conflicts. Tensions arising from such conflicts 

can, however, be considered normal (Winkler 2006). While high consensus on 

goals initially promotes network commitment, moderate levels of consensus may 

suffice if members are linked by strong relationships. 

 

Actor goals and the goals of the RSN as a whole are important, as they influence 

actions and the possibility of attracting external funding (Provan and Kenis 2008; 

Thesis, paper 1). Actor goals may focus on attaining vital information, making new 

contacts, and certain kinds of business exchange. Collaboration may facilitate 

establishing a personal network as a means to achieve individual goals that 

otherwise could not be attained (Flap and Völker 2001). Common goals might be 

regarded as a kind of human capital (Winkler 2006) or serve as integration 

mechanisms that stabilize relationships (Child and Faulkner 1998). Balancing the 

various levels of actor goals is crucial if conflicts (Winkler 2006) and inconsistencies 

are to be avoided between shared and competitive goals (Child and Faulkner 
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1998). Joint goal setting is important for collaboration (Huxham and van Vangen 

2004). Mutual goals increase trust between actors and their willingness to 

collaborate and exchange information (Zhen et al. 2010). It should be noted, 

however, that joint goal setting in the interest of collaboration is difficult, as goals 

affect performance in many ways: by directing attention towards goal-related 

activities, by motivating people to put goal-relevant effort into the task and to 

persist in the activities through time, and by stimulating strategy development 

(Tuujsärvi 2010). 

 

RSN members have expectations linked to their involvement. These expectations 

function as goals of a less conscious, concrete, and explicit kind. Actor expectations 

vary due to previous business experience and internalized behavioural patterns 

(Winkler 2006). Expectations may concern the RSN network members’ willingness 

as individuals to cooperate and commit themselves to collective efforts (McEvily et 

al. 2003). Fulfillment of the network members’ expectations is important for 

commitment development and outcome in business networks (Batt and Purchase 

2004) and RSNs (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

Inter-actor relationships 

Inter-actor relationships, the fourth element in the actor category in the model 

depicted in Figure 3:2, represent an important outcome of the processes taking 

place in RSNs. Relationships are required for cooperation (Thesis, papers 2 and 4) 

and entrepreneurial networking (Thesis, paper 5). Starting in business networks, 

relationships are defined as ‚mutually oriented interaction between two 

reciprocally committed parties‛ (Håkansson and Snehota 1994, p. 152) 

characterized by their mutuality, long-term process character, and context 

dependency (Törnroos and Holmlund 1997). Relationships may involve 

communication and exchange of information goods, services, or resources, as well 

as the development of shared norms and expectations. 

 

Relationships between RSN members differ from those in business networks. At 

the start of an RSN, social or business relationships between members are often 

weak or absent (Thesis, paper 2), so networking and relationship building are often 

prioritized activities in RSNs (Lundberg and Johanson 2010). Social relationships 

can promote relationship development (Thesis, papers 1, 4, and 5) and precede the 

development of business relationships (Jack et al. 2008), as social relationships offer 
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an infrastructure for the development of trust and legitimacy due to the exchange 

of redundant and overlapping information that facilitates judgments of 

trustworthiness (Shane et al. 2003). Much of a region’s stock of social capital 

resides in its civic and professional associations, and the social infrastructure and 

existence of relationships between members represented by this capital may have 

considerable impact on RSN performance (Thesis, paper 4). 

 

Relationship development in RSNs might not differ from relationship development 

in business networks. Business relationship development can be described as a 

sequence of interaction episodes (Håkansson 1982; Holmlund 2004) comprising 

complex patterns of information exchange (Blankenburg et al. 1996; Thesis, paper 

2). Relationships change as the coordination of joint activities is altered, as 

reciprocal adaptations are made to resources, and as actors engage in interaction 

(Ford 2002). As no relationship exists in isolation from other relationships, changes 

in the business context also lead to changes in relationships (Hagedoorn 2006). 

 

As the development of relationships is time-consuming, stable relationships will 

generally emerge only after many years of interaction (Håkansson and Snehota 

1995). In these time-consuming long-term interaction processes, actors get to know 

each other personally and professionally and are able to ‚build, test and refine 

increasingly complex social and economic contracts‛ (Larson and Starr 1993, p. 9). 

Mature personal relationships exist when roles and statuses are clarified, objectives 

are clear, and when people know and get along with each other. Such relationships 

facilitate the alignment of attitudes, shared sets of values, and joint perspectives 

and practices and help members cope with differences in views and perceptions 

(Winkler 2006). 

 

Inter-organizational relationships cannot be built on command, particularly not in 

settings such as RSNs, but have to evolve organically. A common vision and 

individual initiatives promote relationship development and foster a sense of 

network spirit among members, making them perceive themselves as parts of a 

network sharing a common identity and committed to joint goals (Human and 

Provan 2000). 

 

Commitment in a relationship has implications for the closeness between the actors 

(Sharma et al. 2006). Many studies demonstrate that commitment is a crucial factor 
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if contacts between firms are to lead to long-term relationships (Dwyer et al. 1987; 

Morgan and Hunt 1994; Gundlach et al. 1995; Goodman and Dion 2001; Sharma et 

al. 2006; Seppanen et al. 2007). It has also been noted that cooperation fails in many 

networks due to weak commitment (Pesämaa and Hair 2008; Johanson and 

Roxenhall 2009; Roxenhall 2010). As commitment strengthens relationships, it is a 

key factor influencing performance in terms of willingness to cooperate (Thesis, 

paper 1). Commitment in RSNs arguably differs from commitment in ‚emergent‛ 

networks, as the RSN business focus is seldom clear, and as goals are vague and 

relationship investments limited at the outset (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

Though commitment in RSNs, as in business networks, is difficult to handle 

(Thesis, paper 1), it is important to do so as it has significant impact on efficiency, 

productivity, and effectiveness as well as on cooperation, relationship 

development, and marketing success (Morgan and Hunt 1994). RSNs are like 

business networks connecting firms and organizations represented by individuals 

and, when these are committed to the network, their willingness to invest their 

time, effort, and attention on behalf of it increases (McEvily et al. 2003; Thesis, 

paper 1). 

 

Commitment can be classified as behavioural or attitudinal. Behavioural 

commitment is demonstrated through action and refers to the overt manifestation 

of willingness to continue a relationship with all its associated investments, which 

include developing and allocating human, financial, and physical resources 

(Sharma et al. 2006). Attitudinal commitment is defined as a person’s attitude 

towards a certain relationship. However, definitions of attitudinal commitment 

differ, ranging from considering commitment an implicit or explicit pledge of 

relational continuity between exchange partners (Dwyer et al. 1987) to considering 

it an enduring desire to maintain a valued relationship (Moorman et al. 1992). 

However, regardless of definition, marketing researchers appear to view 

commitment as a psychological condition that links the partners in a relationship 

(Fullerton 2005; Sharma et al. 2006). It might have different profiles depending on 

whether it is oriented towards the network and project management or towards 

the companies in the network (Roxenhall and Johanson 2009). 

 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) have identified four antecedents influencing 

commitment: first, relationship termination costs referring to the costs of switching 
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relationships given that an investment is made in a relationship; second, 

relationship benefits expected to come from a continued relationship; third, shared 

values, referring to the extent to which members hold common beliefs regarding 

behaviour, goals, and policies; and fourth, trust defined as ‚confidence in the 

partner’s reliability and integrity‛ and absence of opportunistic behaviour that 

may be explained as ‚self-interest seeking with guile‛ (pp. 23–25). 

 

Commitment formation in RSNs can be seen as influenced by structural factors 

such as initial goals, number of members, member longevity, and actor 

composition in terms of similarity/competition and diversity/complementarity. 

RSN activities such as information exchange, resource integration and sharing, 

knowledge/product development, and development of modified goals also 

contribute to commitment (Thesis, paper 1). The structural factors influencing 

commitment formation in RSNs might be regarded as paralleling the structural 

factors influencing trust formation in new product development teams, as 

identified by Dayan and Di Benedetto (2010). They argue that team composition 

diversity, physical proximity, and longevity (i.e., limited change in team 

composition during the process) affect trust development (Dayan and Di Benedetto 

2010). Commitment and trust develop gradually as relationships evolve (Turnbull 

et al. 1996), dependent on interaction and reciprocal transactions performed over 

time (Rodríguez and Wilson 2002). 

 

Trust is latent in social capital, serving as an antecedent to commitment (Morgan 

and Hunt 1994) and a key element in business network collaboration. It is both a 

prerequisite for and an outcome of communication, interaction, and relationships – 

all related to RSN performance. Trust is mentioned as a part of the ‚chemistry‛ 

that may allow strategic alliance partners to infuse relationships with value 

(Rodríguez and Wilson 2002, pp. 56–57) and is defined as ‚willingness to accept 

vulnerability based on positive expectations about another’s intentions or 

behaviors‛. Trust is regarded as the ‚cornerstone of the strategic partnership‛ that 

enhances cooperation (McEvily et al. 2003). Strong relationships presuppose the 

existence of trust and social capital and are important in initiating business projects 

(Johannisson 2005) and in entrepreneurial networking processes in RSNs (Thesis, 

papers 4 and 5). Trust emanates from social interaction and serves as an organizing 

principle when it comes to achieving a sense of personal belonging (McEvily et al. 

2003). 
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Actor location 

This is the fifth element in the actor category in the model depicted in Figure 3:2; it 

refers to whether actors are located geographically close to or far from each other. 

Actor location is assumed to influence RSN performance, as close location allows 

frequent face-to-face meetings between members, while distant location entails the 

use of media/channels of communication. Close location implies frequent, face-to-

face meetings, relationship building, and the development of shared values and 

trust in line with the determinants of commitment and cooperation identified by 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) and paper 3 in the thesis. Close location may furthermore 

facilitate opportunity conceptualizing dialogues and entrepreneurship as described 

in paper 5. Network actors located at a distance from each other often interact and 

cooperate via communication media, which must be accessible to and manageable 

for all actors if relationship and cooperation development is to be maintained 

(Thesis, paper 3). 

 

3.1.2 Resources 

Resources constitute the second category in the model (Figure 3:2). RSN resources 

are here classified as human, intellectual and knowledge related, social, or 

physical. This classification is the one used in the literature on industrial networks. 

It includes both the resources controlled by individual members and the resources 

shared by all network members, such as public funding and grants. Access to 

social capital is included as a part of the human resources of RSNs that influence 

cooperation (Thesis, paper 4). Resources also include legitimacy, which is a key 

element in further resource mobilization (Thesis, paper 5). Resources can be 

regarded as both intangible and tangible (Håkansson and Snehota 2002). 

 

Physical resources 

Physical resources, the first element in the resource category in the model (Figure 

3:2), are assumed to influence RSN performance, as access to common resources 

can finance activities intended to promote interaction and relationship 

commitment (Thesis, paper 1). This promotes relationship development, 

cooperation, and entrepreneurship through knowledge development-related 

activities (Thesis, papers 1 and 2). Resource value in RSNs is assumed to be created 

in the same way as in business networks (Thesis, paper 4), that is, via activities in 

which resources are applied, recombined, and transformed to form new resources 
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(Håkansson et al. 2009; Snehota 1990; Gadde et al. 2003). Common financial 

resources are vital to maintaining a hub function in order to support relationship 

development and cooperation (Thesis, papers 2 and 4) and entrepreneurship 

(Thesis, paper 5). Complementary and actor-related resources influence 

commitment, relationship development, and exchange (Thesis, paper 1), 

promoting business development and entrepreneurship. 

 

An element is regarded as a resource if its use is understood (Vaghult 2002), and 

this is achieved through interaction with other resources (Håkansson et al. 2009). 

Resource ties arise as the parties in a relationship confront and mutually adapt 

their resources over time (Hallén et al. 1991). Resources are regarded as both the 

prerequisites for and results of activities. A change in resources may therefore 

change both the conditions for performing activities and the activities themselves. 

In business relationships, resources are exchanged, accessed, reciprocally used, and 

developed in and through relationships, connecting resources through resource 

ties (Vaghult 2002). 

 

There are an endless number of possible resource combinations including new 

ones (Johanson 2001; Håkansson et al. 2009) and in RSNs, as in business networks, 

resources are needed to gain access to additional resources (Thesis, papers 4 and 5). 

The hub controls the common resources in RSNs; however, this control is 

influenced by the member organizations (Thesis, paper 1), which, as actors in 

business networks, control their own resources (Dubois 1994). In business 

networks, the resources of companies are inherent to their business networks, for 

example, in terms of access to raw materials, strategic products, and financial 

means (Johanson 2001). In RSNs the firm-related resources are combined with 

project-related and common resources. These combined resources facilitate initial 

and joint activities, cooperation (Lundberg 2008), and entrepreneurship (Thesis, 

paper 5). Johanson (2001) argues that actors in a business network seek to control 

resources, as this allows their organizations to use these resources. This is also an 

issue in RSNs. Joint resources available to RSN members permit the creation of an 

arena to promote interaction and relationship building (Hjalmarsson and 

Johansson 2003). 
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Human resources 

Human resources, the second element in the resource category in the model 

(Figure 3:2), are represented by the RSN hub, board, and member firms together 

with their representatives and may include sub-categories such as intellectual 

resources, social capital, and legitimacy. Combinations of specific and individual 

knowledge are vital to entrepreneurship and innovation (Thesis, paper 5) as well 

as to knowledge brokering (Thesis, paper 2). Entrepreneurship require exchange of 

human resources (Thesis, paper 5) and such interaction may lead to and 

cooperation (Thesis, paper 4). 

 

A communication strategy may be regarded as an element related to intellectual 

and human resources in RSNs. Such a strategy provides a structure furthering and 

supporting interaction (Thesis, paper 3). As information in networks is often 

widely dispersed, collaborative and joint solutions and structures are needed to 

reduce information asymmetries (Imperial 2005) and to monitor the coordination 

and administration of joint goods and services. It is important to consider user 

attitudes towards various communication media when developing a 

communication strategy in RSNs. When designing a communication strategy, 

individual perceptions of various communication media should be taken into 

account. These perceptions are influenced by a medium’s technical characteristics 

and by the users’ prior experience, extent of use, demands, procedures, and 

hierarchical level (Rice and Aydin 1991; Thesis, paper 3). 

 

Social capital is a resource that helps people work together to achieve common 

goals. It works like social glue, improving the quality of interaction between 

individuals and the quality of life. Social capital can be defined as ‚the goodwill 

that is engendered by the fabric of social relationships and that can be mobilised to 

facilitate action‛ (Adler and Kwon 2002, p. 17). This type of human resource is 

found in relationships between people and it is created through interaction within 

the networks in which each actor is embedded (Granovetter 1973; Burt 1992). A 

company’s network can be seen as a resource (Gulati et al. 2000), as can 

organizational relationships comprising a combination of tangible and intangible 

resources (Håkansson et al. 2009). 
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Legitimacy, both internal and external, facilitates resource mobilization in the 

framework of conceptualizing the entrepreneurial dialogues that constitute the 

basis of RSN development (Thesis, paper 5). Supporting the development of 

internal legitimacy among network members as well as external legitimacy for the 

network and its activities is therefore a key concern of RSNs. If the members do not 

recognize RSN activities and efforts as legitimate, the RSN risks existing in name 

only. Without legitimacy, member commitment to RSN goals and activities will 

remain weak. A further aspect negatively affecting member commitment can arise 

in RSNs made up of competing organizations in which members may have 

‚hidden‛ agendas and thus behave opportunistically (Morgan and Hunt 1994). 

 

Kumar and Das (2007) discuss internal legitimacy in terms of inter-partner 

legitimacy, emphasizing the role of legitimacy in facilitating cooperation, 

enhancing the reputational capital of partners, and lowering costs. Inter-partner 

legitimacy is claimed to be critical, as it relates to the mutual acknowledgement by 

alliance partners regarding the suitability of their actions for the process of alliance 

development (Kumar and Das 2007). This reasoning can also be applied to RSNs. 

 

External legitimacy is linked to management responsiveness to external 

expectations, which in turn is needed when new members are to be assembled and 

funding secured. External legitimacy also reinforces participant commitment 

(Provan and Kenis 2008; Hambrick and Chen 2008). 

 

The process of building external legitimacy involves actions promoting the whole 

RSN (Thesis, paper 5), though not necessarily all of the individual participating 

organizations, as these also have to build their own legitimacy (Provan and Kenis 

2007). Recruiting organizations with specific legitimacy may induce others to join 

the network (Thesis, papers 1, 2, 4, and 5). Powell (1990) argues that the interaction 

process itself has to be legitimized in order ‚to make network members willing to 

work together, to build and maintain the levels of involvement and norms of 

cooperation that would be critical for sustaining the network‛ (Human and Provan 

2000, p. 340). When members perceive the interaction process as beneficial and 

legitimate and contributing to the process, legitimacy is conferred on the entire 

network and its goals (Gerbert-Persson et al. 2010). 
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As long as network members find value in their membership, they can be expected 

to continue to provide resources and support for the network organization. This 

ultimately leads to more extensive external support (Human and Provan 2000). 

 

3.1.3 Activities in the RSN process 

Activities are the third factor depicted as influencing RSN performance in the 

model (Figure 3:2). In business networks, ‚activities are undertaken by actors who 

activate their resources in a process in which other resources are refined‛ (Dubois 

1994, p. 23). Activities are linked to the activities of other actors, interrelated in 

activity chains and enacted ‚in the sense that actors develop and organise their 

activities in response to how their counterparts, such as customers and suppliers, 

perform and organise theirs‛ (Dubois 1994, p. 27). While activities in business 

networks are categorized based on production, sales, services, communication, and 

money transactions (Håkansson et al. 2009) and classified into technical, 

administrative, and commercial categories (Håkansson and Snehota 1995), 

collaborative activities in inter-organizational networks can be described in terms 

of knowledge sharing, resource sharing, and the development of shared policies 

and norms (Imperial 2005). Interaction in an RSN may lead to the development of 

relationships, commitment, and cooperation (Thesis, papers 1 and 4), provided 

there are resources for realizing interactive and supportive activities and a hub 

function (Provan and Kenis 2007; Winch and Courtney 2007; Knight and Harland 

2005; Thesis, papers 1 and 2). A communication structure is also required based on 

communication media that allow coordination and information exchange, 

provided all members have the same prerequisites for and ability to use these 

media (Thesis, paper 3). 

 

Knowledge sharing and development 

Knowledge sharing and development is the first element in the activity category 

shown in the model (Figure 3:2). Firms’ need to acquire knowledge can be divided 

into two categories: first, the knowledge that firms are aware of needing but do not 

possess and, second, knowledge that firms lack but are unaware of needing, i.e., 

ignorance (Johanson 2001, pp. 22–23). Knowledge sharing addresses both 

categories, as both may be regarded as incentives for resource sharing. Knowledge 

sharing is assumed to influence commitment (Thesis, paper 1), entrepreneurship 

(Thesis, paper 5), and collaboration (Thesis, paper 4). Knowledge sharing implies 

communication and integration of knowledge (Imperial 2005), and it is created, 
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used, and produced ‚through organized human interaction‛ (Maaninen-Olsson 

2007, p. 26). 

 

Knowledge can be shared through, for example, dialogue between individuals, IT-

based communication, and handbooks (Maaninen-Olsson 2007) in interactive 

processes in work groups, advisory committees, and formal or informal meetings 

(Imperial 2005). Absorptive capacity facilitates knowledge sharing, and ‚the higher 

the absorptive capacity of the company, the higher the benefits from R&D 

cooperation‛ (López 2008, p. 118). It is encouraged through joint activities as ‚firms 

learn new skills by recombining their current capability‛ (Kogut and Zander 1992, 

p. 383). Large companies are found to be more able to absorb and use external 

sources of expertise (Schartinger et al. 2001; Veugelers and Cassiman 2005; Thesis, 

paper 4) than small companies are, as the former are more involved in R&D, which 

also makes them more likely to have cooperation agreements with universities 

(Tether 2002; Belderbos et al. 2004; Veugelers and Cassiman 2005; Thesis, paper 4). 

 

Knowledge development takes place through interaction in exchange activities 

(Knight 2002). Seminars, training programmes, and courses promoting knowledge 

and resource sharing represent such activities in RSNs (Thesis, paper 1). 

Knowledge development is supported by cultural, institutional, and geographical 

proximities (Keeble and Wilkinson 1999) and includes conscious and unconscious 

learning processes as the actors become specialists in finding new resource 

combinations to use and exchange. Through knowledge exchange occurring, for 

example, in training programmes for business development, actors learn to know 

each other, gradually build relationships, and find ways to work together or solve 

problems, developing their businesses as well as new products and services 

(Thesis, papers 1 and 2). 

 

Resource sharing 

Resource sharing, the second RSN activity-related element, refers to activities 

aiming to pool resources to develop new products and services, reach new 

markets, gain new customers, or reduce costs – all of them reasons for joining an 

RSN (Thesis, papers 4 and 5). RSN resources can be divided into physical and 

human resources, and they can be possessed by individual members, be provided 

by members to be held in common, or awarded by public grants. Resource sharing 

includes formal and informal activities, which implies pooling organizational 
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resources to improve the actors’ collective ability to solve problems. Other 

examples of resource-sharing activities are allocating staff to other members, 

collective applications for project grants (Imperial 2005; Thesis, papers 2 and 5), 

and joint creation of common training and development projects (Thesis, paper 1). 

Joint purchasing, sales, and production processes, acting as sub-contractors, and 

forming business partnerships are other resource-sharing activities arranged to 

reduce costs, develop and produce new products, and acquire new customers, 

markets, and knowledge. 

 

Developing shared policies and social norms 

Developing shared policies and norms, the third activity-related element, may be 

both a reason for joining an RSN and an outcome of interaction. As RSNs are often 

designed to cope with goals related to business and policy, activities may refer to 

influencing the policy-making and decision-making authorities and private actors 

together with their policies, rules, norms, practices, procedures, and processes. 

More specifically, this might imply activities influencing the integration of EU, 

national, and regional policies into guidelines influencing grants and state and 

regional planning documents. At the RSN level, activities intended for developing 

shared policies, regulations, and social norms involve efforts to develop shared 

value preferences. The existence of shared social norms is crucial, as the network 

actors lack formal authority over each other; shared norms may serve as 

mechanisms encouraging collaboration (Imperial 2005) and entrepreneurial 

networking processes (Thesis paper 5).. 

 

Social activities 

Social activities, the fourth activity-related element in the model (Figure 3:2), are 

thought to generate commitment between actor representatives (Thesis, paper 1) 

and may facilitate social and business-related relationship building as well as 

opportunity discovery when combined with activities supporting information and 

knowledge development (Thesis, papers 2 and 5). The development of shared 

norms and policies in RSNs implies that the actor representatives learn to know 

and trust each other. Informal meetings, team building, and social events related to 

the business development programmes described in papers 1 and 2 of the present 

thesis were social activities found to favour the development of social 

relationships, which might in turn lead to business relationships (Jack et al. 2008; 

Thesis, paper 5). 
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Communication 

Communication, the fifth activity-related element in the model (Figure 3:2), is basic 

to all kind of networks and may include information exchange, dialogue, and 

choice of communication media. Information exchange is often a reason for 

networking (Mohr and Spekman 1994; Lorenzoni and Baden-Fuller 1995; Imperial 

2005) as information exchanged and accessed in networks may be difficult to attain 

otherwise (Granovetter 1973) but important to acquire in order to remain in 

business (Johannisson 2005). This is due to the specific character of relevant 

business information and to firms’ ability to identify and assimilate new 

information (Zander 2007) and to their absorptive capacity (Cohen and Levintahl 

1990). Information flowing through a network is often richer in detail than 

information available on the open market and may be more accessible than 

information retained by hierarchies (Lorenzoni and Baden-Fuller 1995). Personal 

communication between actor representatives may contribute to closeness and 

facilitate relationship development (Yum and Hara 2005; Thesis, papers 2 and 3). 

Personal communication is furthermore assumed to strengthen opportunity-

conceptualizing dialogues and thus entrepreneurial processes (Thesis, paper 5), as 

such communication often occurs in a setting of mutual sympathy and compassion 

and in the presence of shared values and interests (Johannisson 2005). 

 

RSN information is often distributed through the hub. An important hub task is 

communicating and facilitating information exchange between members as well as 

assembling, coordinating, structuring, and funnelling information to members 

(Thesis, papers 2 and 3) to enable the development of competitive advantages 

(Lorenzoni and Baden-Fuller 1995). As in business networks, information exchange 

in RSNs might include hard data about best practices, ideas, feelings, thoughts, 

customers/suppliers, general market trends, but also business opportunities as 

described in paper 5. Information exchange may create the possibility of deeper 

relationships or exchange in other directions. Such dissemination requires a 

structure that allows interaction and the generation of new information (Lorenzoni 

and Baden-Fuller 1995; Thesis, paper 3). Information exchange may take place face-

to-face or by means of various communication channels or media. When choosing 

media, it is important to consider how the chosen media may affect the 

development of trusting relationships between network members (Leek et al. 2003; 

Thesis, paper 3). 
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Email is a communication medium commonly used in RSNs by actors familiar 

with it and properly equipped to handle it as it permits the accelerated distribution 

of information (Sproull and Kiesler 1986). Using email simplifies coordination and 

communication, as all network members can be reached simultaneously. The 

messages can be saved and responded to according to recipient preferences 

(Thesis, paper 3). 

 

In RSNs, as in business networks, frequent interaction between network members 

may be a necessary condition if relationships are to be strengthened, coordination 

secured (Mohr and Nevin 1990; Thesis, paper 3), the levels of understanding, trust, 

and commitment increased, and cooperation established (Imperial 2005; Thesis, 

paper 1). 

 

3.4 RSN performance 

 

Performance criteria at the RSN level are set according to stipulations set forth in 

EU regulations and principles guiding the Structural Funds and regional 

development-related strategies and programmes (see section 2.2). The purpose of 

these funds is to support regional growth by means of public and private 

investments, which in turn are expected to give rise to new enterprises, more jobs, 

and innovation. Success is measured by means of specified standards. As the 

financial support is often provided only for the short term (e.g., two to three years), 

projects involving quick returns are favoured. 

 

The members of inter-organizational networks, such as RSNs, however, may have 

more specific motives for their participation, for example, to build relationships 

with other organizations to achieve ‚greater external economies of scale, market 

strength or exploit new opportunities‛ (Rosenfeld 1996, pp. 247, 262). Their reasons 

can be seen as based on expected and perceived benefits. Success or efficiency in 

this respect concerns access to new markets, strategic knowledge, and the 

development of ideas, products, and companies. This is described as ‚innovation 

and renewal, skills supply and improved labour supply, accessibility and strategic 

cross border cooperation‛ by the Ministry of Enterprise, Energy and 

Communication (2006, p. 10). In the following two sections, these formal 
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performance criteria are summarized into two categories: cooperation and 

entrepreneurship and innovation. 

 

3.4.1 Cooperation 

Cooperation between members is an outcome RSNs are expected to deliver. 

Cooperative behaviour depends on initial conditions in terms of experience and 

the institutions involved, on expectations of obtainable benefits, on the ability of 

RSN management to define incentives, and on the number of participating actors. 

An RSN structure may promote cooperation if it builds on mutual trust and 

commitment and offers a sufficiently high density to provide members with 

opportunities to establish useful contacts (Thesis, paper 1), if the members decide 

to invest in the RSN, if the cultural differences are bridged (Thesis, paper 4), and if 

RSN management provides the stability required for relationship development 

(Thesis, paper 2). 

 

In business networks, cooperation is defined as ‚the extent of each firm’s concern 

for the interests and welfare of the trading partners, its trust and confidence in the 

trading partners, and each trading partner’s concern for the interests and welfare 

of the firm‛ (Wilkinson and Young 1994). Cooperation in business networks 

concerns ‚aligning the economic goals and objectives of the network and the 

development of the social dimensions – in particular mutual trust and 

commitment‛ (Batt and Purchase 2004, p. 171). This refers to the motivation of the 

collaborative parties to act according to common goals. A relationship is an 

investment that costs time, money, and other resources. To keep all parties 

satisfied in a relationship, all must gain from the interaction (Williams 2005; Thesis, 

paper 4). 

 

The motives for cooperation in RSNs may be found in the capacity of such inter-

organizational networks to facilitate entrepreneurship and innovation (Thesis, 

paper 5) and to provide members with resources, legitimacy, enhanced learning, 

efficient resource use, and increased capacity to address complex problems 

(Provan and Kenis 2008). Similar motives have been found in R&D studies that 

have identified major categories of motives for company participation in R&D 

cooperation: cost and risk sharing, complementarities or skill sharing, absorptive 

capacity factors, company size, and experience of joint research projects ( 

Schartinger et al. 2001; Veugelers and Cassiman 2005; Okamuro 2007; López 2008; 
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Thesis, paper 4). It is assumed that more is to be gained from cooperation in high-

cost and risky settings. Under such circumstances, cooperative R&D may offer a 

way for companies to overcome a lack of internal resources (Okamuro 2007). 

 

Barriers to cooperation can be found in RSNs in which members have weak or 

non-existent relationships. Establishing cooperation in such situations is complex 

and time-consuming. Another barrier concerns the divergent cultural and 

organizational backgrounds of actors from the public and private sectors (Williams 

2005; Thesis, papers 1 and 4) and related differences in decision-making and 

routines (Thesis, paper 2). The fact that firms may have more in common with their 

international partners than with public actors from their own country (Dodd and 

Patra 2002) illustrates the complexity of initiating RSN cooperation. Lack of 

resources on both sides as well as lack of information and geographic distance 

between the RSN members are identified as additional barriers to cooperation 

(Schartinger et al. 2001), as are tensions caused by problems in network integration 

between the firms and between the firms and institutions (Johannisson et al. 2002). 

 

Membership in inter-firm networks can facilitate linkages between actors 

representing companies and social associations (Johannisson et al. 2002) that 

promote entrepreneurship, which also can be considered applicable to RSNs. A 

network structure such as an RSN can provide the functional diversity needed to 

support continuous innovation without undermining the trust, reciprocity, and 

commitment vital to cooperation (Suarez-Villa 1998, p. 13). 

 

Faerman et al. (2001) identify four factors that facilitate or inhibit cooperation: (1) 

The initial disposition towards cooperation, including personal experiences of 

whom to trust and of the institutions safeguarding cooperative behaviour. This 

relates to actor goals and implies that previous cooperation makes future 

cooperation more likely (Axelrod 1984). Loss of social capital may, however, make 

the burden of a damaged reputation from lack of cooperation even heavier to bear 

(Coleman 1988). Faerman et al. (2001) argue that cooperation may be favoured 

based on calculated self-interest and/or because it is accepted as the appropriate 

way of acting (March 1999). (2) Extant issues and incentives imply benefits 

believed to be attained by cooperation, such as pooling resources, taking 

advantage of economies of scale, and handling crises more effectively (Powell et al. 

1996; Gulati and Singh 1999; Imperial 2005; Thesis, paper 4). Extant issues and 
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incentives concern relationships and commitment, while (3) leadership is the task 

of the hub. Leadership may facilitate or inhibit cooperation by legitimizing actions 

and making people think of issues and incentives in particular ways (Weick 1995; 

Thesis paper 2). Faerman (2001) finally argues that (4) the number and variety of 

actors involved (i.e., actor composition) influences cooperation, which is more 

easily developed if the actors are similar and/or have personal ties to each other 

and if the participating actors can reach and enforce agreements at reasonable cost 

(Thesis, papers 1 and 4). 

 

Large and divergent (heterogeneous) groups may, however, also facilitate 

cooperation by creating possibilities for business exchange (Faerman et al. 2001, 

pp. 372, 376–377; Thesis, paper 4) among participants with compatible preferences 

or complementary resources (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

Further factors facilitating RSN cooperation are informal agreements, shared goal 

setting (Thesis, paper 1), the possibility of providing members with redundant and 

diverse network contacts, and the intensity of network member investment in the 

network and in skill sharing (Thesis, paper 4). The latter assumes that the 

companies involved have sufficient internal absorptive capacity to benefit from 

cooperation (Section 3.1.3 above; Thesis, paper 4). Stability and predictability of 

network relationships may affect member ability to adapt to change (Williams 

2005; Dahanaraj and Parkhe 2006). Face-to-face meetings between actors, often 

arranged by a hub, may encourage development of social relationships, which in 

turn may promote development of shared values among network members, values 

favourable to collaboration (Morgan and Hunt 1994; Thesis, paper 1). 

Further factors found to inhibit RSN cooperation are lack of commitment (Thesis, 

paper 1) and resources to safeguard the continuity and performance of identified 

hub tasks (Thesis, paper 2) and of activities facilitating interaction (Thesis, paper 4). 

Lack of legitimacy (Thesis, paper 5) and the choice of communication media not 

suited to the participating members can also inhibit cooperation (Thesis, paper 3). 

  

3.4.2 Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship and innovation are further outcomes expected from RSN 

interaction. Entrepreneurial behaviour in RSNs concerns identifying network-

related opportunities and the willingness to act on them. RSNs are therefore 

expected to offer creative arenas (Hjalmarson and Johansson 2003) promoting 
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opportunity discovery (Shane 2000) and creation (Alvarez and Barney 2007). 

Entrepreneurship can be considered to depend on the shared conceptualizing 

dialogue between the network actors, the legitimacy of the opportunity at hand 

and those promoting it, and on the available and shared resources as well as the 

ability to mobilize resources (Thesis, paper 5). Business-related goals, a 

composition of actors with complementary resources, knowledge, and resource-

sharing activities are further factors that facilitate entrepreneurship (Thesis, paper 

1). 

 

Entrepreneurship is defined as the discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of future 

goods and services (Eckhart and Shane 2003), as the process of creating value by 

combining resources to exploit an opportunity (Hills and Sing 2004), and ‚as 

opportunity recognition and the formation of intentions to respond actively to the 

opportunities discovered‛ (Zander 2004, p. 156). It includes business- and society-

related innovations and incorporates product and organizational development 

(Johannisson 2005, p. 83). Entrepreneurship may be regarded as a prerequisite 

facilitating innovation. In the literature, innovation refers to the outcome of an 

innovative process, to the innovative process itself, which implies newness 

(Ojasalo 2008, p. 52), and to the ‚exploitation of new ideas to produce new 

products, processes, services or best practices‛ (Pittaway et al. 2004, p. 49). This 

entails ‚including the process of developing and implementing a new idea, which 

may be a recombination of old ideas, a scheme that challenges the present order, a 

formula or a unique approach that is perceived as new by the individuals 

involved‛ (Ingemansson 2010, p. 27). Innovations may be classified as product, 

process, or market-related and regarded as highly radical, radical, intermediate, 

significantly incremental, or minor incremental. This classification ranges from 

denoting a unique original product or system based on proprietary technology 

beyond the state-of-the-art and current R&D to incremental improvement over 

existing products (Ojasalo 2008). 

 

Innovation ambitions are often the driving forces behind the formation of business 

partnerships and collaborative networks (Ojasala 2008). Such cooperation can be 

regarded as occurring in innovation networks, as described in section 1. 

Innovation-driven collaboration can be regarded as ‚a particular form of inter-firm 

alliance ranging from informal arrangements initiated for specific problem solving 

or incremental innovations, to formal long-term strategic alliances for significant 



 

  50 

technology advances and radical innovation‛ (Sammarra and Biggiero 2008, p. 

802). Participating in RSNs, some of which can be considered to operate in line 

with the definition of innovation networks, may spur opportunity 

discovery/creation (Thesis, paper 5). However, acting on these opportunities may 

cause conflicts of interest if the RSN members are competitors and the RSN is too 

homogeneous. 

 

Opportunities constitute the core of entrepreneurship (Fletcher 2006). 

Opportunities are defined in terms of perceiving possibilities for new profit 

potential through information of a venture (Hills and Singh 2004). Two 

perspectives on opportunities based on contrasting assumptions are identified by 

Alvarez and Barney (2007): opportunity discovery and opportunity creation. The 

discovery perspective assumes that opportunities exist and only have to be 

discovered, while the creation perspective assumes that opportunities are created 

through interaction, feedback, and action in an iterative process involving several 

actors (Alvarez and Barney 2007). 

 

By integrating these perspectives on opportunities with social movement theory 

according to Hambrick and Chen (2008) considered from an RSN perspective, an 

opportunity-conceptualizing dialogue can be defined resembling the four-step 

opportunity-discovery process described by Hills and Singh (2004). The four steps 

are (1) pre-recognition, (2) experience, (3) further development of the idea, and (4) 

the decision to proceed. The opportunity-conceptualizing dialogue (Thesis, paper 

5) differs from the opportunity-discovery process described by Hills and Singh 

(2004) by starting in action and interaction and by emphasizing feedback as 

something taking place in the second step. The conceptualizing dialogue 

furthermore includes discovery as part of the further development process, applies 

an RSN perspective (i.e., not a business network perspective), and includes 

legitimacy building and resource mobilization as factors particularly influencing 

the third step, i.e., further development. Opportunity conceptualizing dialogue, 

opportunity exploitation through legitimacy building and opportunity exploitation 

through resource mobilization are recognized as three interdependent and 

interacting sub-processes constituting entrepreneurial processes in network 

contexts (Thesis paper 5). 
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Zander (2004) means that interaction with the environment is a necessary 

condition for entrepreneurial processes as it may trigger opportunity recognition; 

this is in line with Alvarez and Barney (2007), who take the notion further, arguing 

that it is through action and interaction that opportunities are created. 

 

Motives for entrepreneurship and innovation are often related to the needs of 

companies to learn skills and capabilities from customers and suppliers in order to 

overcome constrained technological capabilities (Schartinger et al. 2001; Miotti and 

Sachwald 2003), reduce risks associated with market introductions, and achieve 

cost reductions or quality improvements (Belderbos et al. 2004). Viewed from an 

RSN perspective, participation in RSNs and in activities aiming to facilitate 

knowledge development, business development, and innovation may in itself 

motivate or inspire entrepreneurship and innovation. 

 

According to Zander (2007), Alvarez and Barney (2007), and Shane and 

Venkataraman (2000), lack of action and lack of willingness to act may constitute 

prime barriers to entrepreneurship. Likewise, lack of willingness to act and interact 

may constitute barriers to entrepreneurship in RSNs, barriers emanating from lack 

of trust and the ensuing absence of open and honest dialogue. 

 

Entrepreneurship and innovation in RSNs can be regarded as facilitated by 

interaction and exchange activities between committed and related actors sharing 

development-related and legitimate goals, where the actors interact in an 

opportunity-conceptualizing dialogue with parties external and internal to the 

RSN in order to mobilize resources for further joint development of the 

opportunity (Thesis, paper 5). Legitimacy and opportunity development may be 

provided by the financiers if they have a good reputation (Thesis, paper 5) as well 

as by the RSN members. As these often belong to the top management of their own 

firms and have started companies, their personal convictions and subjective 

opinions of recombining and reorganizing existing resources and exchange 

relationships have a strong influence on the possibilities for entrepreneurship 

(Zander 2007; Hills and Sing 2004). A network context is furthermore believed to 

contribute to the identification of more opportunities than if the actors were 

operating alone (Hills and Singh 2004), as the innovation performance of managers 

has been found to be positively associated with the heterogeneity of knowledge 

present in their networks (Sammarra and Biggiero 2008). 
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Working in groups to recognize, create, and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities 

in order to achieve innovation may, however, pose challenges, as the actors must 

reach a shared understanding of what they are trying to do and how it might be 

achieved (Kimble et al. 2010). This observation is confirmed by the cases presented 

in papers 1 and 5 in the thesis. Many and various functions, actors, and resources 

inside, outside, and between the firms are necessary to transform innovative ideas 

into economically successful innovations. In other words, innovation depends not 

only on technical or market-related capabilities, but also on knowledge integration 

efforts through which a broad set of heterogeneous competences is mobilized and 

combined (Sammarra and Biggiero 2008). Social capital must not be overlooked as 

the goodwill engendered by the fabric of social relationships may facilitate 

entrepreneurial action (Adler and Kwon 2002) as described in paper 5.  

 

The role of RSN hubs includes tasks such as facilitating innovation and thus 

opportunity discovery and innovation processes by visualizing combinations of 

resources, and by brokering resources from the public and private sectors, 

including relevant contacts and knowledge (see section 3.1.1 above; Thesis, paper 

2). 
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4 METHOD 

4.1 Introduction 

 

From 1999 to 2006, I worked as an industrial liaison officer with various business 

contacts at Mid Sweden University in Sundsvall. This involved acting as network 

coordinator and as marketer of education, training, and research while working in 

various collaborative groups focusing on strategic issues. I attended meetings of 

strategic importance and coordinated external contacts. The task also included 

initiating projects that could attract external funding for research and 

commissioned education and training. In 2001, I helped develop a research project 

within the European Union Objective 1 Programme, and also participated in it as 

an assistant. The project focused on strategic networks, accounting, and 

entrepreneurship. I was a member of the management group of the project, and 

my initial task was to feed back research results to business. This was done by 

participating in conferences and development programmes in a group promoting 

cluster and innovation development in Västernorrland County, and by attending 

meetings at which the project and the work undertaken in the research groups was 

presented and discussed. The task was also to create, run, and coordinate an arena 

for disseminating research results – Företagsekonomiskt forskningsforum 

(Business administration research forum). 

 

I had several concurrent roles in the projects, as I worked as industrial liaison 

officer, research assistant, business broker, and research forum coordinator. In the 

run-up to the second project on strategic networks in 2004 and 2005, I was a 

consultant working on network development projects. These projects are included 

as objects of study in the first and second papers in the present thesis. This created 

a basis for open dialogue and unique access to information, as relationships and 

trust had already been built between me and the respondents. At the same time, I 

gained deeper understanding of their circumstances, the context in which they 

operated, and the activities undertaken. 

 

These kinds of relationships with respondents may be problematic if they induce a 

‚cautious‛ approach that calls into question researcher independence. The trust 

created through relationships with network members, however, created the basis 
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for open dialogue in which questioning and a critical approach were regarded as 

opportunities for development. Insight into the circumstances of the various 

members also resulted in respect for their position on my part and a more nuanced 

approach to their work and views. 

 

In 2006–2007, I had three roles, two of which can be related to the project. One role 

was to broker business contacts targeting the project’s financial backers, possible 

new financial backers, and authorities interested in RSN research. This role 

concerned the networks examined in the first and second papers of the present 

thesis. The other role was related to research and continuous evaluation of the 

three RSNs, which also affected the networks examined in these papers. In 

addition, I worked as consultant at 30% of full time for an EU Objective 1 

development programme assisting prioritized RSN hubs and supporters from 

Västernorrland County included in the regional development programme. I had 

contacts with the hubs in the networks in the first, second, fourth, and fifth papers. 

In this way, I came closer to the respondents and increased my understanding of 

the processes. This work enabled me to develop relationships with the hubs of the 

county’s RSNs and to make observations over time as a participant, which 

provided me with many opportunities to collect data. 

 

In conjunction with this, I also had assignments relating to the evaluation and 

follow-up of 16 of the county’s prioritized networks. 

 

Overall, my various roles provided a basis not only for data collection but also an 

arena in which I could present research results and managerial implications. This 

may have influenced decisions and activities in the networks studied. 

 

4.2 Choice of study object 

 

My choices of study object have largely been dictated by the tasks I have been 

responsible for and my interest in these. The various objectives of the projects also 

influenced this choice, particularly in the second project on strategic networks, in 

which three specific RSNs were to be studied; two of them are covered in the first 

paper of the present thesis and the third in the second paper. The tasks, focus, and 

objective of the second strategic network project became firmly established among 
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the members of the participating RSNs, as I was active in these RSNs in my various 

roles in the period preceding the start of the project. I was thus able to 

communicate to the members that the research results might benefit the ongoing 

work. 

 

The study object (i.e., case) examined in paper 3 was a large RSN in the Stockholm 

area that used what was at that time a ‚cutting-edge‛ communication strategy. Its 

focus was on creating a web portal for the RSN, and most communication between 

the members and the hub was to take place by email. The manager of this RSN 

agreed to be the subject of research, and allowed us to have access to his email 

communications over three years. 

 

The study objects (cases) of the first and second papers were two RSNs in 

Västernorrland County and an additional and more widespread RSN situated 

further north in the same county, but with members all over the region. These 

RSNs were chosen partly because they were included in the second strategic 

network project, but also because of my involvement in the RSNs included in the 

project. The study object in the fourth and fifth papers was an RSN that started out 

as a strategic network, and it was selected due to its ambition to become a national 

centre of excellence in the biorefinery industry. The RSN had access to funds 

designated for current evaluation of the project, and the hub asked us2 to take on 

that task. The sixth study object was the hub-leadership programme first arranged 

by Västernorrland County, which turned it over to Mid Sweden University in 2007. 

This programme can be regarded as an RSN. It is not treated as a separate case in 

the papers of this thesis, but data gathered from its activities and evaluations were 

used to complement the principal data in papers 1 and 2. 

 

Coordination and organization of the hub-leadership programmes were 

undertaken in cooperation with colleagues from Mid Sweden University and 

Umeå University. Interaction with the individuals acting as hubs from 2005 to 

2010, during meetings, talks, and coaching, contributed to my understanding of 

their individual roles and of the hub role in general.  

 

                                                           
2
 Centre for Strategic Network Development at Mid Sweden University. 
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4.3 Coordinator, consultant, and researcher 

 

Holding several roles in a research project and having a personal interest in 

reporting favourable results can restrain one from presenting critical views. This 

problem was handled by double-checking the analysis and results with colleagues 

who had no ties to the network participants, and by selecting topics for the papers 

that were subject to discussion in the RSNs and between hubs, for example 

commitment (Thesis, paper 1) and the task of the hub (Thesis, paper 2). 

 

According to Johanson (2001), some important questions should be asked when a 

researcher assumes multiple roles simultaneously. Adapted to my situation, these 

questions can be reformulated as follows: 

 

1. How clear was my role to the participants and respondents in the first research 

project and its continuation in the regional research projects concerning strategic 

networks? 

 

The research team in the first strategic network project was well informed about 

my role as coordinator and of the fact that this meant collecting data that would 

provide the basis for reporting and later evaluation. There was also acceptance of 

and support for my co-authorship of articles and presenting of results at 

international research conferences. The respondents were aware of my role as 

coordinator and broker of business contacts, as it was communicated through a 

website and at seminars and meetings. The hub – the study object and respondent 

in the first and second papers – was aware of my role as industrial liaison officer 

and co-author of articles. 

 

2. In what way did my roles affect the objects of study and my research purposes? 

 

By designing and participating in activities together with the RSN member 

organizations, the setup of the RSN development process was tested and served as 

a kind of pre-test, the aim of which was to create optimal conditions for RSN 

performance. This procedure is supported by Habermas life-world theory (Layder 

1994), who claims that knowledge and interest expressed in terms of cultural 

‚recipes‛ for action are closely related, as this provides us with information about 

how to deal with specific situations. This should be considered an advantage as it 
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shapes our perception and understanding. It is thus, impossible to regard social 

science researchers as functioning independent of the environment in which they 

operate. In the third paper, my various roles were not important to the hub, as I 

was acting only as a researcher. My experience of RSN coordination by email, 

however, affected the research questions in the sense that I had prior 

understanding of the hub function and of email as a communication medium in 

RSNs. In the first and second papers, my roles as consultant and researcher 

influenced some activity choices and my approach to RSN management. Although 

this can be regarded as an independence problem in the study, it could also, as 

pointed out by Gummesson (1988), be considered an approach that ‚produces 

good research‛, as the aim is ‚to influence the research object and to achieve 

change‛ (Johanson 2001, p. 39). My multiple involvement provided me with 

multifaceted insights into the functioning of these RSNs and the contexts in which 

they operate. I obtained understanding of significant problems and relevant areas 

for research. 

 

4.4 Overall design  

4.4.1 Research design, approach, and choice of method 

The research design is based on the longitudinal case study method; the approach 

is qualitative, action–oriented, and comparative. 

 

One implication of the qualitative approach was that I sought to be close to the 

respondents and tried to view and understand their circumstances from their 

perspectives. I did not, however, assume that I would view things in the same way 

as the insiders would by taking such a position (Bryman 2008). My intention was 

to attempt to understand the respondents’ perceptions but also to adopt an 

outsider’s perspective. My own opportunities for action together with the 

combined internal and external perspectives contributed to my understanding of 

the processes in the studied RSNs. 

 

From an internal perspective, closeness is a social dimension that emerges over 

time based on situations that have led to the development of mutual trust. From an 

external perspective, closeness is important when respondent motives are to be 

interpreted and described, as this requires accurate observation (Silverman 2005). 
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The research process followed the pattern of continuous evaluation, i.e., the studies 

dealt with the evaluation of interventions while it was taking place. Such 

continuous evaluation is often a condition set by financiers on publicly initiated 

RSNs, in which the achievement of planned goals is to be assessed. 

 

In the cases examined in the first and second papers of the thesis, in which I acted 

as coordinator and consultant, I also participated as an observer whose identity as 

a researcher was known to the RSN members. This kind of action research allowed 

for a dialogue that deepened my understanding and allowed the informants to 

adopt a perspective of analytic reflection on the process in which they were 

involved (Saunders et al. 2000). This meant that I obtained an understanding of the 

processes through practical involvement in the RSNs, which provided me with 

user-oriented, valid, and informative knowledge of these processes (Andersen 

1998). 

 

This approach may have somewhat influenced the development of the studied 

networks, in the sense that research results and their implications were fed back 

and discussed. Certain activities were then added, modified, or adapted (Thesis, 

papers 1 and 2) in collaboration with the respondents (Johanson 2001). Critics 

might claim that certain interventions were done to confirm a hypothesis. The 

results could, however, also be viewed in accordance with action research theory, 

according to which obtained feedback justifies the adjustment of an activity. The 

focus was explicitly on action, in particular, on promoting change and applying 

obtained insights elsewhere (Saunders et al. 2000). 

 

Achieving closeness to the respondents and to the process in which they find 

themselves, gaining access to important information, and learning while the 

studied project is in progress (Jönsson and Lukka 2007) are important factors in 

action research. Action research goals were achieved in the present case, first, as 

they concerned the researcher’s cooperation with others in problem solving and, 

second, as this cooperation promoted mutual learning (Johanson 2001). Prior 

understanding of the conditions and context of the studied networks influenced 

the data collection, as it affected the focus of interest and the study questions. It is 

often emphasized that action research should be pursued in an ethical framework 

accepted by all participants; this condition was met, as the RSN members were 

informed of both my consultancy and research roles (Johanson 2001). 
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Quantitative data were also collected and were used in the third paper of the 

present thesis. The choice of a qualitative approach does not rule out the use of 

such data, and interaction between quantitative and qualitative data can be 

effective, advancing understanding and increasing validity (Neuersdorf 2002; 

Silverman 2005; Suddaby 2005). 

 

Two cases were compared in the first paper. A comparative method is advocated 

because it allows expanded interpretation based on more observations. The 

method also facilitates the examination of complex processes and the 

documentation of development and change in similar settings. Cases may be 

selected for comparative study because of their similarities or differences. In the 

first paper, differences are emphasized, a network of actors with complementary 

resources being compared with a network of actors with similar resources (see 

Djelic 2004). Both networks, however, were linked by belonging to the same 

overarching organization. 

 

The cases examined in the first and second papers were longitudinal, as described 

by Bryman (2008), as one of the researchers participated in activities and 

conducted complementary interviews at various times over an extended period 

(2003–2010, Thesis, paper 1; 2003–2007, Thesis, paper 2). The case study presented 

in paper 3 is longitudinal, as data were gathered from different phases of the RSN 

development process. The case study presented in papers 4 and 5 also has an 

inherent longitudinal element, as both researchers participated in activities and 

conducted interviews on various occasions over two years. 

 

The researcher roles, project designs, research techniques, and data-collection 

methods for the projects are summarized in Figure 4:1. 
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Figure 4:1. Project, roles, design, and data collection viewed over time 

 

 

 

 

4.4.2 The case study  

As discussed earlier, RSNs are complex, differing greatly in member composition, 

access to resources, knowledge, and hub capability. These differences make 

comparisons difficult. The case study was chosen as the overall method, to make it 

possible to study a specific phenomenon, i.e., RSNs (Merriam 1994, p. 24). The 

method facilitates the development of detailed, intensive knowledge of a single 

case (Saunders et al. 2000) ‚where the case is the focus of interest in its own‛ 

(Bryman 2008, p. 53). While a case study may serve a variety of purposes and be 

guided by a range of research questions, ‚the general objective is to develop as full 

an understanding of the case as possible‛ (Silverman 2005, p. 126). In line with 

Bryman (2008), this thesis regards the hub and members of an RSN active in a 

certain field and located in the same region as a suitable case for intensive 

examination. The RSN membership list provides a natural demarcation line 

determining who is included in the case. 

 

As RSNs differ so greatly from each other and often have different prerequisites 

and contexts, a method was required that could cope with these differences while 

providing greater insight and interpretation possibilities than mere hypothesis 

testing. The case study method was chosen, as it permitted the realistic observation 

and interpretation of RSNs viewed in relation to the surrounding world. Also 
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favouring the case study choice was the fact that it is a process-oriented method 

built on the same techniques as historiography, but also allowing direct 

observation and systematic interviews. This was valuable, as both the 

establishment and development of RSNs evolve over time. 

 

The case study method allowed closeness to the studied RSNs through direct 

observations in their natural environments. This in turn facilitated access to 

subjective factors such as thoughts, emotions, and wishes. In the case studies of 

this thesis, the focus was on understanding particular cases in depth rather than on 

reaching general conclusions applicable to many cases. The validity of the method 

rests on its ability to foster in-depth insight (Merriam 1994). 

 

The unique strength of the case study method, and what makes it usable, is its 

ability to deal with various types of empirical evidence (e.g., documents, artefacts, 

interviews, and observations) (Merriam 1994) and complex relationships in 

parallel, simultaneously generating new theory (Yin 1994). This capacity was 

necessary given the objects of study and the diversity of required data-collection 

techniques. Case study methodology permits the development of concepts and 

hypotheses based on information and assumptions that exist from the outset, but 

that are often changed and reformulated during the work (Merriam 1994, p. 27). 

The case studies of this thesis are generally intended to provide descriptions and 

create a basis for interpreting the background, the course of events, and other 

relevant factors, and to confirm or discount one’s knowledge or assumed 

knowledge. The empirical data represented by the cases are an important resource 

with which to develop a framework of factors that influence RSNs and RSN 

performance. 

 

Sources of error inherent to the case study method concern the interpretations of 

the studied processes by both informants and researchers, which may lead to 

subjective views and skewed interpretation. The reported courses of events and 

approaches have been documented as far as possible to counteract such skewness 

(Merriam 1994). 
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4.5 Data collection 

 

Data were collected using observations, interviews, talks, and document analysis. 

These methods were combined in various ways depending on the particular 

question, purpose, and object of study (see Table 4:1). Such a procedure can meet 

the basic requirements for synergies that reinforce the reliability of the results 

(Johanson 2001). Observations, interviews, and talks were all needed, for example, 

to understand the factors influencing development of RSN relationship 

commitment in the first paper of the thesis. 

 

4.5.1 Observations as a research tool 

Observations were used in data collection, as this enabled understanding of RSN 

processes within their environment, which offered important background to and 

explanation for why people acted as they did (Silverman 2005, pp. 111–112). 

Observations provided a basis for analysing what actually happened in the studied 

RSNs (Suddaby 2006). The observations used as data in this thesis are participatory 

in the sense that I, as a researcher, took part in the same activities as did the 

respondents, my role was revealed to the respondents (Saunders et al. 2000), and 

the intention was to elicit the meanings attributed to the observed behaviour 

(Bryman 2008). The observations were not fully documented in field notes, in 

accordance with the instructions of Van Maanen (1998) and Suddaby (2006), as it 

was difficult to do this while participating, but were instead written down 

immediately after the meetings. The observations were used, discussed, and 

analysed in dialogue with research colleagues present at the same observation 

venues and occasions. The observations served as a knowledge base for 

developing questions and for analysing the results of the studies. 

 

In the first and second papers of the thesis, I was close to the observed phenomena 

as a researcher, coordinator, and consultant. Such closeness can create problems in 

cases in which it is possible to influence what happens. The strength of such an 

observational stance, however, lies in the directness obtained by observing 

people’s actual behaviour in progress, rather than asking questions about it after 

the fact (Van Maanen 1998; Silverman 2005). This was particularly evident in the 

first paper, which focuses on antecedents to commitment and to the development 
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of commitment over time; here, the members’ explanations of their behaviour and 

their actual behaviour could be observed and analysed in their own context. 

 

The weaknesses of the method are that irrelevant details may come into focus due 

to inadequate understanding and that the observer may seek to legitimate and 

confirm his own interpretation, disregarding existing knowledge (Silverman 2005). 

To avoid such pitfalls, closeness, trusting relationships, and dialogue were 

established with respondents, which increased the relevance of the observations 

(Jönsson and Lukka 2007). Required distance from the respondents was created 

through discussions with co-researchers not involved in the activities of the 

studied RSN. 

 

4.5.2 The interview as a research tool 

The central concepts of the papers formed a basis for the outline and focus of the 

interview guides. One such guide concerns cooperation and the factors influencing 

it (Thesis, paper 4; see Annex for the interview guide). Another concerns the RSN 

entrepreneurial process (Thesis, paper 5), explored by questions regarding the 

presence of social relationships, other significant relationships, and the various 

steps of the process in terms of who did what and when (see Annex for that 

interview guide). Structured or semi-structured interviews using questions based 

on prior observations were the basis for data collection in the first, second, fourth, 

and fifth papers of the present thesis. In the third paper, the interview served a 

complementary function, but was nevertheless important as it created greater 

understanding for the later analysis of email documents. 

 

The interview is a powerful instrument for collecting data on complex problems, as 

it entails meeting people who are initiated, who in various ways and from various 

perspectives can bear witness to historical courses of events, describe roles and 

values, and analyse what has happened. The interview is a suitable instrument 

when the purpose is to capture and understand attitudes and underlying 

meanings. Some are critical of applying the interview as a sole data-collection 

method, as it permits ‚the mistake of treating the verbal formulation of the subject 

as a suitable substitute for observation of actual behaviour‛ (Silverman 2005, p. 

239). In conducting interviews, it is therefore important that the person leading the 

questioning focus on how the informants say what they say, rather than only 

describing what they say (Silverman 2005, p. 21). By observing while participating, 
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I confronted such problems head-on and, as my knowledge of the objects of study 

had established credibility in the respondents’ eyes, I was able to draw on the 

preliminary analyses of previously collected data (Saunders et al. 2000). The 

interviews were recorded verbatim and transcribed; how and why the respondents 

said what they said was discussed in the research team. 

 

The interviews for the first paper were conducted in four runs (see Figure 4:1) by 

two researchers, one being responsible for taking notes and taping the 

conversations while the other asked the questions. The respondents in the first run 

were two people with different roles in the hub of the first RSN dealt with in the 

paper and three people from the hub of second RSN; these people subsequently 

replaced each other in the hub. The interviews focused on the hubs while 

conversations were held with member/representatives during activities over a 

lengthy period, i.e., 2003–2010.3 Another eight interviews were conducted with 

member representatives, four in 2006 and four in 2008. Some parts of the 

interviews (see Annex) used structured questions that could be quantified. Other 

parts used a combination of structured and open-ended questions on demarcated 

areas, such as roles, attitudes, and activities, all in accordance with the principles of 

qualitative interviews (Silverman 2005). 

 

The interviews for the second paper of the thesis were held with five people 

serving as hubs and, in 2007, with the six member/representatives (all members of 

sub-group 1) who were the focus of the study. One consultant and one of the 

leaders of the business development programmes were also interviewed. Eight 

additional interviews with member/representatives were conducted by one person 

working in the hub of the business development programmes (national level) and 

made available to us. The interviews with the hubs were conducted face-to-face in 

2007, 2008, and 2010 (see Thesis, paper 2 for further details). The first hub 

representative was not interviewed, as he had left before the study started. The 

questions were semi-structured and the interviews lasted from half an hour to 

three hours. Conversations were held with all members every other month during 

the course of activities from 2003 to 2006. 

 

                                                           
3
 Alpha Network 2003–2010 and Beta Network 2004–2007 
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The interviews for the third paper of the present thesis were conducted by two 

researchers, one taking notes while the other asked questions; this division of 

labour allowed the latter researcher to observe the respondents as they were 

responding. These respondents were three people with different roles in the hub of 

the studied network located in the Stockholm area. Representatives from two of 

the member-companies were also interviewed. They were selected due to their 

roles and the particular focus of the third paper. The questions followed an 

interview guide comprising semi-structured questions. . 

 

The interviews for the fourth and fifth papers of the present thesis were conducted 

in 2009 and 2010 with 29 representatives involved in establishing and operating the 

RSN examined in these papers (see Thesis, papers 4 and 5 for further details). The 

respondents were selected due to their roles in the RSN development process. We 

used a semi-structured protocol that allowed for dialogical interviews with our 

informants (see Annex). The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

 

Some quantitative data were collected in conjunction with the third paper. These 

concerned the frequency of interaction and various types of email. Case studies 

frequently use both qualitative and quantitative data (Bryman 2008), and 

quantitative data is useful in qualitative studies as well, as it makes it possible to 

observe anomalies that would otherwise be difficult to discover (Silverman 2005). 

 

4.5.3 Archival data 

Data were also collected from emails, policy documents, project descriptions, 

websites, and hub memoranda. These data are generally produced for information 

purposes and may therefore convey images of how the RSNs wished to be 

perceived, i.e., the ideal rather than the actual state. However, there are also 

advantages to such data, as they capture what happens and how people act 

without relying on researcher questioning. Archival data are often more directly 

available and not always dependent on requests for access and are often rich in 

detail (Silverman 2006). 

 

In studying RSNs, the information from these written sources was valuable in a 

particular way. As this information was used and in many cases formulated by 

those involved in the networks, it consequently gives expression to their 

perspective. Atkinson and Coffey (2004) argue that such texts, which may be 
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deficient with regard to transparency and lack coverage of routines, decision 

processes, and professional diagnoses, nevertheless need to be dealt with based on 

what they are and considered in their context. These documents were interpreted 

with this in mind. 

 

4.6 Data analysis 

 

The observations made in conjunction with the first and second studies were 

analysed in dialogue with colleagues and the co-researcher, and served as a basis 

for formulating questions and for analysing data obtained through interviews. The 

interview responses were analysed in their entirety together with data obtained 

from memoranda, emails, and other documents of significance to the research 

questions. The texts were analysed based on function and content, which in turn 

served as a basis for generating classification categories. The texts, in the forms of 

emails, memoranda, project descriptions, policy documents, advertising inserts, 

etc., were regarded as social facts and therefore treated as part of the studied 

reality. Without necessarily representing the whole truth, the background 

information provided by these texts served as a valuable complement in the 

analysis. It was therefore important to analyse the texts based on the context in 

which they existed and on how they functioned in terms of implied readership 

and, on this basis, to identify important elements and their intended functions 

(Silverman 2006; Bryman 2008). 

 

The content of texts such as emails was analysed with the aim of reaching valid 

conclusions. Such a method may include the use of a set of approaches. Silverman 

(2005), however, recommends starting by choosing texts relevant to the research 

question, and then constructing a categorization framework that is then tested and 

revised. The reliability of the categories then needs to be tested, whereupon the 

material is coded in its entirety. The conclusions generally relate to the message 

sender, the message, and the recipient. Analysing the content of texts made it 

possible to identify intentions, characteristics, tendencies, or trends in content 

(Weber 1990). 
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4.7 Reliability problems 

 

The respondents in the papers included in this thesis are mostly served as RSN 

hubs; this could be a problem, as they, to be perceived as successful, might have 

chosen to present too bright a picture. This potential problem was dealt with 

through participation in activities, relationship building and associated 

observations, and studying documents such as emails and memoranda.  

 

Despite my aim to provide a comprehensive picture of how RSNs perform and 

what influences their performance, building on previous research and using 

empirical studies with a diversity of data-collection methods, it was difficult to 

obtain a complete picture, as this would require more extensive longitudinal 

studies (Halinen and Törnroos 2005). Case selection and variable derivation were 

influenced by my prior understanding and experience as well as by my closeness 

to the research objects. As the intention was not to conduct representative studies 

but to identify vital factors, my deep involvement in the cases over a long time 

should be seen as a strength, conducive to a solid understanding of processes and 

contexts, rather than as posing a risk of bias with a negative impact on reliability. 
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5 PAPER PRESENTATIONS 

 

Table 5:1 presents a brief overview of the purpose, methodology, and findings of 

the five papers.  It is followed by a more detailed summary of the individual 

papers in sections 5.1-5.5. 

. 

5.1 Designing for commitment in regional strategic networks 

 

Paper 1 addresses the efficacy of inter-organizational networks, such as RSNs, as 

cooperation is known to fail in many of them due to weak member commitment. 

Few studies treat commitment in RSN contexts; this deficit was addressed by 

identifying structural factors and activities that influence commitment 

development. A longitudinal case study examines two RSNs acting in various 

business areas in Mid Sweden. Data were collected through participant 

observations in 2003–2010 and 2004–2007, and from ‚conversations‛ and 

interviews with members and hubs during the period 2003–2009.  

 

The studied RSNs differed in number of members and member composition, as 

one RSN comprised similar and competitive members while the other comprised 

members of differing characters possessing complementary resources. The RSNs 

started with the same purpose: to encourage cooperation between the firms in 

order to facilitate development of new products/services, increase the number of 

employees locally, and enhance competitiveness and growth. Competition-neutral, 

social, and personal goals were found to be powerful drivers promoting shared 

values and commitment among competitors, whereas business-related goals 

worked well for complementary firms, for which they provided a more stable basis 

for network commitment. In the RSN with a large number of members, sensitivity 

to absence was reduced, but it took longer to get to know everyone, slowing 

commitment development. A membership possessing complementary resources 

proved a more favourable setting than one encompassing competitors, and 

frequent activities that favoured the development of social relationships increased 

commitment. The impact of commitment as discussed here should be considered 

by RSN initiators and hubs. 
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Table 5:1 Purpose, methodology, and findings of the papers in the thesis 

 

Papers Purpose Method Findings 

Paper 1 

Designing for 

commitment in 

regional 

strategic 

networks 

To identify structural factors 

and activities that influence 

the development of 

commitment 

- longitudinal, 

comparative case 

study  

- observations, 

conversations, and 

interviews  

- printed and web-

based archival data 

- positive influence on commitment from goals 

(business/personal), activities generating business 

development, relationship proximity, and resource 

exchange and sharing  

- negative influence on commitment from too few 

members and lack of social relationships 

Paper 2 
Managing 
regional strategic 

networks: the 

tasks of the hub 

To address network 

management by exploring and 

analysing management tasks 

performed by the hub in 

different phases of RSN 

development 

- longitudinal case 

study  

- observations, 

conversations, 

interviews,  

- archival data 

- seven management tasks of a hub, all including a range 

of tasks:  

- design phase: process-leading, designing, communicating, 

mobilizing resources, and disturbance handling;  

- operational phase: adding developing knowledge and 

facilitating innovating to those of the design phase;  

- transitional phase: designing, process-leading, 

communicating, mobilizing resources, and disturbance 

handling 

Paper 3 

Email as a 

communication 

strategy in a 

regional 

strategic 

network 

To describe and analyse the 

development of email 

communication over time in 

an RSN with an explicit 

communication strategy in 

which email is designated the 

preferred means of 

communication 

- case study and 

content analysis 

- observations and 

interviews  

- printed and web-

based archival data, 

emails 

- the communication pattern varied between the three 

phases 

- the hub function spent time applying for resources and 

lobbying  

- implementing a communication strategy and web-portal 

provided no shared identity for members and did not 

solve communication problems 
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Paper 4 

Cooperation 

among 

companies, 

universities, 

and local 

government in a 

Swedish context 

To examine interaction among 

the three actor categories – 

companies, government, and 

universities – and clarify the 

benefits in terms of innovation 

capacity generated by 

involvement in each other’s 

development work 

- longitudinal 

case study 

- observations and 

interviews-printed 

and web-based 

archival data 

- new dimensions found for each ARA variable  

- joint action created new strategic opportunities for 

participants 

- integration of resources created new boundary-crossing 

activities, increasing innovation potentials, and absorptive 

capacity 

- cooperation made it possible to access financiers, obtain 

additional resources for innovation activities, and create 

action space for facilitators 

Paper 5 

Entrepreneurial 

networking 

processes 

To propose a model of 

entrepreneurial networking 

processes focusing on three 

interdependent sub-processes 

usable as a tool enhancing 

understanding of 

entrepreneurial processes in 

an RSN context 

- longitudinal case 

study 

- observations and 

interviews  

- printed and web-

based archival data 

- three independent sub-processes were found to be vital 

elements of the entrepreneurial networking process: 

opportunity-conceptualizing dialogue, resource 

mobilization, and legitimacy building 

- entrepreneurial processes occur in interactive sequences, 

are confirmed to be relationally and communally 

constituted, and are time-consuming 
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The study reported in Paper 1 identified several key factors influencing the 

development of commitment in network contexts but is limited to two cases. This 

topic merits further research: other factors need consideration and the factors 

discussed here should be evaluated in other contexts. 

 

5.2 Managing regional strategic networks: the tasks of the hub 

 

Paper 2 addresses the management of RSNs as engineered network settings 

including companies in certain industries, and sometimes university and 

government agency representatives as well, managed by a hub function. Though 

such networks are common worldwide, studies of the key management drivers of 

such initiatives are scarce; in light of this research gap, this paper addresses 

network management by further exploring the tasks of the hub. The literature 

applying various perspectives to the management of networks, such as strategic 

networks, innovation networks, and organizational and inter-organizational 

networks resembling RSNs, were studied, analysed, and categorized according to 

field of knowledge (e.g., innovation and communication). This process identified 

seven hub task categories: process leading, designing, communicating, mobilizing 

resources, developing knowledge, innovating, and handling of disturbances. These 

categories were then related to three development-related RSN phases, i.e., the 

design, operational, and transitional phases. The framework was applied in the 

longitudinal case study of an RSN operating in the crisis and rescue field since 

2003 in northern Sweden, encompassing companies, governmental organizations, 

and the local university. Data were collected through participatory observation, 

interviews with members and the hub, conversations with members, and scrutiny 

of archival data such as reports, marketing material, and applications. 

 

The findings of the case study are discussed in light of the hub task categories 

identified in the literature study with reference to the three RSN development 

phases. Hub tasks related to the design phase were of a start-up nature, for 

example, designing, communication, process leading, disturbance handling, and 

resource mobilizing. Hub tasks related to the operational phase, which occurs 

when a project and joint resources are in place, concern all tasks in the design 

phase, as everything is new and routines have to be established. Added to these 

are interaction-oriented tasks, such as innovating and developing knowledge, as 
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resources are allocated to arranging such activities. In the transition phase, one 

project ends and a new one starts, which implies the beginning of a new period of 

designing, communicating, resource mobilizing, and disturbance handling. Joint 

resources may be scarce in this phase, reducing the possibility of arranging 

activities related to innovation and knowledge development. The categories may 

serve as a framework for discussion and reflection when designing and organizing 

RSNs and are subjects for further study, as they address a specific Swedish context 

only and suffer from the usual concern about the generalizability of exploratory 

findings. 

 

The case study furthermore revealed that a top–down and designed approach to 

networking presupposes that public RSN designers and hub representatives can 

identify cooperation opportunities and potential partners for cooperative actions 

better than the actors themselves, which is a precarious and daring assumption. 

Supporting ongoing emergent processes reduces the risk of initiating 

unsustainable and unproductive processes. RSN management is furthermore 

found to be a question not only of capability but also of consistency and continuity, 

as certain management tasks must be continuously performed so as not to slow 

down RSN development processes. It is thus a major dilemma to initiate long-term 

processes using short-term tools. 

 

5.3 Email as a communication strategy in a regional strategic 

network 

 

Paper 3 addresses the development of email communication and how a 

communication pattern can develop over time against the backdrop of a deliberate 

and specified communication strategy determined by financial backers. As RSNs 

are often started with public funding, their lifespan implies that they can be 

characterized as projects or temporary organizations undergoing three phases with 

specific aims to be achieved within a predetermined time. Like communication 

itself, designing a communication strategy is a challenging hub-related task in 

RSNs, due to member representatives’ differing communication preferences. The 

paper describes and analyses the development of email communication over time 

in an RSN in the engineering industry in the Stockholm area. This RSN had an 

explicit communication strategy supported by a web portal used by the hub as its 
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central tool to achieve RSN aims. The communication role of the hub’s project 

manager was the focus. The total dataset of emails sent and received by the RSN 

hub manager was sampled for three periods of one month each. The email 

communication pattern is analysed in terms of communication partners, 

communication direction and frequency, and information content. 

 

Within the RSN’s brief timeframe of three years, the communication pattern 

changed little. It was difficult to implement the new communication strategy, 

which is discussed against the background of communication preferences, the 

atmosphere in the relationships between the firms and the hub, the geographic 

location of members, and the task performed. The findings illustrate problems 

associated with temporary organizations when long-term conditions, such as 

preferences and atmosphere, influence desired development effects. A 

communication pattern model is developed that specifies descriptive dimensions 

of the communication pattern together with factors that affect this development. 

The model includes the communicating actors, the direction of their 

communication, their communication frequency, and the information content of 

their messages and provides a tool with which to map email communication in an 

RSN. The analysis, focusing on how individual, social, and technical factors, 

specified as actor preferences and locations, the atmosphere of actor relationships, 

and the tasks to be performed, indicates that all these aspects must be considered 

in designing a communication strategy subject to the time constraints of an RSN as 

a temporary organization. 

 

The studied RSN was initiated to bring together stakeholders in the industry, 

develop cooperation and support the member companies in their development 

work. We found that the communication pattern varied in the three RSN phases 

and that the individual and social preconditions for changed communication 

behaviour were absent. The web portal did not create a shared identity among the 

members and email communication with member companies remained infrequent. 

The conclusion is that, in this case, implementing a communication strategy neither 

created common legitimacy for the network members nor solved the 

communication problem. 
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5.4 Cooperation among companies, universities, and local 

government in a Swedish context 

 

Paper 4 addresses cooperation among companies, universities, and government-

related organizations for R&D and regional development, as these actor categories 

are considered key drivers of innovation and regional development. The 

importance of the business context for companies’ development work has been 

stressed in previous research, and substantial public resources are now being 

directed towards university–company interaction to generate innovations. 

However, cooperation between companies, the public sector, and universities 

might be obstructed by differing logics and purposes for action. This paper 

examines interaction between these three actor categories to clarify the role of the 

business context of companies and the possible benefits in terms of innovation 

capacity accruing to these actor categories from involving themselves more 

actively in each other’s development work. A case study of a regional cooperative 

development project involving companies, universities, and the public sector in 

northern Sweden was conducted, and 22 individuals involved in originating and 

implementing this initiative were interviewed according to a semi-structured 

protocol. The respondents represented the owner company (hub), the university, 

the municipality, and network members. Data were also gathered from 

observations and archival data, such as reports, applications, websites, and 

newsletters.  

 

The process and outcome of the case were analysed from a network perspective 

based on key concepts of the actors, resources, and activities (ARA) model 

(Håkansson and Johansson 1992). Cooperation was studied in light of the four 

factors identified by Faerman et al. (2001). First, initial disposition towards 

cooperation on the part of the actors was found to be positive due to positive 

experiences of cooperation, mutual confidence, and presence of social capital. 

Second, extant issues and incentives could be aligned, as actors’ concern for their 

companies and region served as a common denominator uniting actor interests. 

Third, leadership was successfully discharged by an assigned CEO in cooperation 

with senior officials from the local government and university. Finally, the number 

and variety of actors involved was initially limited, but kept increasing due to 

personal relationships and shared aims. 
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Co-location of various actor categories was found to facilitate social interaction and 

provide a common denominator in the form of preserving and developing regional 

resources. The case study demonstrated that the actors of all three types, by 

entering into each others’ domains in new ways, shared resources, created 

boundary-crossing activities, and thus increased the potential for innovations. We 

also found that through cooperation a fourth actor category, financers, could be 

accessed, and additional resources for the innovation activities secured, thereby 

creating action space for cooperation facilitators while reducing the risks 

associated with R&D projects. Absorptive capacity was improved by cooperation 

and joint action created new strategic opportunities for the members. Social capital 

facilitated cooperation through sharing of network contacts and individuals acting 

as ‚door openers‛. Cultural differences between members proved favourable, as 

the cooperation partners were able to obtain various resources and outcomes from 

contact with the disparate membership, which allowed for synergies and win–win 

situations. 

 

5.5 Entrepreneurial networking processes 

 

Paper 5 addresses entrepreneurial networking processes and influences, as 

entrepreneurship is often described as a key factor creating economic growth. It is 

not surprising that public actors wishing to support economic development in their 

regions turn to measures supporting entrepreneurship. Such support is often 

extended via RSNs, which include representatives of small and medium-sized 

firms and the public sector working together to achieve individual and collective 

goals. However, the entrepreneurial process – including individual entrepreneurial 

behaviour, the influencing factors, and how these factors interact – has not been 

fully explored, particularly in network-related contexts, and empirical studies of 

the opportunity recognition process are rare, so deciding how to facilitate and 

support entrepreneurship is a critical problem for policy-makers. 

 

The paper builds our knowledge of entrepreneurial processes, particularly in 

network contexts. We argue that integrating theories of opportunity discovery, 

evaluation, and exploitation with social movement theory clarifies the 

entrepreneurial process. Our main contribution is a proposed model of the 

entrepreneurial process focusing on three interdependent sub-processes: the 
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opportunity conceptualization dialogue, legitimacy building, and resource 

mobilization. As the model clarifies how these processes form the basis of 

entrepreneurial processes, it can be used as a tool for interpreting and 

understanding entrepreneurial processes in an RSN context. 

 

A case study of a regional cooperative initiative in Northern Sweden was used as 

an illustration and preliminary test of the processes in the model. Twenty-nine 

people involved in originating and implementing this initiative were interviewed, 

21 of them face-to-face and eight by phone, all according to a semi-structured 

protocol. The respondents much the same as in paper 4 and represented the owner 

company (hub), the university, the municipality, and RSN members. Data were 

also gathered from observations and archival data, including reports, applications, 

websites, and newsletters. It was confirmed that the entrepreneurial networking 

process is not linear, as it takes place in sequences of interaction within and 

between the three identified independent sub-processes. The process also proved 

to be relational and communally constituted. Collective entrepreneurial processes 

are time-consuming, as it takes time to establish new relationships and generate 

the trust needed to join in action that exposes the actors to vulnerability and 

uncertain outcomes. Timing in terms of acting on an opportunity perceived by 

many as unique, new, and appropriate is another aspect to be considered from an 

entrepreneurial RSN process point of view. 
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6 CONCLUDING DISCUSSION AND MANAGERIAL 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

6.1 The model 

The findings reported in the papers included in the present thesis indicate that 

factors influencing RSN performance in terms of cooperation and entrepreneurship 

can be categorized as actors, activities, and resources (Figure 3:2). These factors are 

highlighted in the figure and are described below. 

 

6.1.1 Actors  
The actor composition in terms of actors included as members of the RSN can be 

seen as similar (leading to a homogeneous RSN) or complementary (leading to a 

heterogeneous RSN) in terms of the resources they control. The model draws 

attention to the fact that an RSN comprising similar actors, i.e., actors who are 

competitors in the same markets, may prefer to act together for purposes not 

directly affecting their business. The corollary is that heterogeneous actors 

possessing complementary resources may prefer to develop business-related ideas 

together. Consequently, an RSN comprising similar actors is expected to focus on 

cooperation on competition-neutral and joint issues that cannot be dealt with 

individually, while an RSN comprising complementary actors is expected to prefer 

business development-related goals requiring entrepreneurship and cooperation.  

 

The size of the member organizations is identified as a factor influencing RSN 

cooperation, as big companies often have the resources and absorptive capacity to 

participate actively and benefit from membership. Small organizations may lack 

resources and absorptive capacity and business development may be dependent 

on cooperation. 

 

The number of members is emphasized as a factor influencing cooperation, as an 

RSN including many actors can offer a productive arena with many opportunities 

for knowledge development, information exchange, and entrepreneurship, though 

possibly being impersonal and more difficult to monitor. An RSN containing few 



 

  78 

actors is easily monitored, manoeuvrable, and facilitates rapid action, but may lead 

to information lock-in that hinders entrepreneurship. 

 

Actor location is proposed as a factor influencing cooperation, as being located in 

close proximity to other members facilitates meeting face-to-face, both during RSN 

activities and socially, which in turn can create incentives for cooperation and 

facilitate opportunity recognition and entrepreneurship. In RSNs comprising actors 

located geographically far from each other, relationship building and cooperation 

can suffer from infrequent physical interaction. 

 

The hub, together with its tasks and actions, is identified as influencing RSN 

performance. This implies that entrepreneurship and innovation can be promoted 

and facilitated by the hub by process leadership, RSN design, facilitating and 

brokering innovation and knowledge development, communicating, and 

mobilizing resources. Cooperation is thought to be strengthened by tasks such as 

communicating, resource mobilization, and disturbance handling. 

 

Relationships and relationship commitment are proposed to influence cooperation and 

entrepreneurship in RSNs as relationships can generate trust. This facilitates open 

dialogue permitting the sharing of information, experience, knowledge, and 

resources and facilitating opportunity recognition/creation and exploitation. 

Furthermore, relationship commitment is highlighted in the model as an indicator 

of actor willingness to engage in collective action such as cooperation. High 

commitment to an RSN is assumed to promote relationship building, while lack of 

commitment is an obstacle to relationship development. 

 

6.1.2 Resources 
Physical resources in RSNs are seen as influencing cooperation and 

entrepreneurship in RSNs. Access to allocated financial resources can support the 

hub tasks and facilitate activities promoting interaction, relationship building, and 

cooperation. Entrepreneurship is likewise thought to be promoted by means of 

joint resources that facilitate activities such as resource sharing and business 

development. Complementary resources controlled by RSN members are 

furthermore proposed to promote resource sharing and thus cooperation when 

benefits such as cost reduction and entry into new markets are expected. 
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Human resources in RSNs, i.e., the specific knowledge of the individuals 

representing the actors, is proposed to influence entrepreneurship. Heterogeneity 

combined with knowledge complementarities are thought to facilitate knowledge 

sharing and conceptualizing dialogues concerning opportunity recognition, 

creation, and exploitation. This contributes to cooperation. 

Social capital in terms of legitimacy is a resource proposed to influence cooperation 

and entrepreneurship in RSNs. The legitimacy of the cause, initiators, and hub 

facilitates further resource mobilization, legitimacy building, conceptualizing 

dialogues, and thus relationship development, cooperation, and entrepreneurship. 

 

6.1.3 Activities 
Activities aiming to foster knowledge sharing and development are proposed to inspire 

RSN cooperation. Such activities allow interaction, relationship building, and the 

recognition of cooperation issues that facilitate opportunity recognition and 

creation, and thus entrepreneurship. 

 

Resource sharing in RSNs is furthermore proposed to facilitate relationship building 

and thus cooperation, as well as entrepreneurship and business development. Such 

cooperation may require new ways of thinking, organizing, and working. 

 

The development of shared policies and norms is identified as a factor inspiring 

cooperation. Such activities can generate shared values as well as consensus on the 

benefits to be achieved from membership, both factors identified as vital to 

cooperation. Shared policies are also proposed to facilitate entrepreneurship and 

the exploration of complex entrepreneurial opportunities requiring cooperation. 

 

Finally, communication-related activities are proposed to promote cooperation. Such 

activities can facilitate interaction and generate relationship development. When 

communicating individuals meet, ideas can be exchanged and recognized. This can 

create entrepreneurial opportunities ripe for exploitation. 

 

6.1.4 Performance 
By identifying and analysing factors influencing RSN performance in terms of 

cooperation, entrepreneurship and innovation, the model (Figure 3:2) identifies a 

link between these two performance-related elements. Cooperation can facilitate 
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the recognition, creation, and exploitation of entrepreneurial opportunities. 

Cooperation between RSN members can contribute to this. 

 

The outcome of the activities performed in the RSN and the resources devoted to 

them, together with the preconditions formed by the actors’ characteristics, 

influence its performance. The RSN is evaluated according to criteria determined 

in the political process. The desired effects can be summarized as the creation of 

cooperation between members and the promotion of entrepreneurship as the 

outcome of participation. RSN membership offers access to various and sometimes 

vital business-related information, resources, and knowledge. 

 

6.2 Assessment of the model 

 

The model is intended to provide a systematic overview of factors influencing 

RSNs and RSN performance in terms of cooperation and entrepreneurship, taking 

into account the complexity of RSNs and their processes. Using the actors, 

resources, and activities model (ARA) – a model designed for the analysis of 

business networks – as a point of departure focuses attention on the similarities 

and differences between such networks and engineered networks, such as strategic 

networks in general and RSNs in particular. This can facilitate reflection on RSN 

design and discussions between initiators of initiatives, public funders, and 

officials advocating growth. 

 

The model focuses on identifying variables relevant to the analysis of RSNs, 

though the mechanisms are not conceptualized in detail. Achieving this, however, 

is a tall order. Structural and process-related factors are mixed, and some of the 

influencing factors can be perceived as present in several categories. Commitment 

can be regarded as a performance-related outcome,  but also as a factor relating to 

actors. Similarly, relationships can be regarded as both an outcome and a resource.  

 

Refining the model could emphasize the essence of RSN performance – 

relationships and commitment, dimensions not yet covered by national and 

regional performance criteria. As lack of relationships and commitment can hinder 

cooperation and entrepreneurial processes that require interaction with others and 

the input of new information-, knowledge-, and development-related resources, 
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such aspects merit a place of their own among the external evaluation criteria. 

Additional studies of RSNs could provide both a basis for model development and 

more accurate evaluation criteria. This special role for relationships and 

commitment is illustrated by the additional box in the centre of Figure 6:2. 

 

Figure 6:2. Refinement of the model 

 

 

 

 

6.2.1 RSN effectiveness and efficiency 
Is it possible to promote competitiveness and economic growth by means of 

designed and managed collaborative networks, such as RSNs, including public 

and private actors, and, if so, how? In other words, are RSNs effective in the sense 

that they contribute to getting the ‚right things‛ done? 
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Although the present thesis does not consider it directly, some comments can still 

be made on RSN effectiveness. Generally speaking, RSN effectiveness is difficult to 

assess, as regional development is influenced by many factors other than RSNs and 

their activities. However, it should be noted that evaluations of the effects of RSNs 

in various regions of Sweden have been conducted according to different 

standards based on different regional criteria. Moreover, these evaluations are 

often based on reports from network hubs, who can report only the information 

that has reached them, which does not necessarily include all relevant information 

about effects. Systematic evaluations conducted by network-external parties based 

on information from the member organizations are scarce for most of the RSNs 

studied here. The effects of RSNs on existing business networks are thus difficult to 

estimate at the present. Since 2007, RSN-projects financed by the Structural Funds 

with total assets of 2.0 million Euros each have been required to appoint an 

external expert to undertake ongoing evaluation. The guidelines for this 

assignment were broad and allowed interpretation and adaptation to the needs of 

particular RSNs. The findings were to be continuously fed back to the RSN hub to 

create a basis for decisions regarding, for example, change of strategies, goals, or 

actor composition. A problem with this open approach is that it is difficult to 

compare and evaluate relevant effects at the regional and national levels. Official 

statistics covering the fields of most of the cases examined here indicate no increase 

in employment rates. However, it is important to note that such statistics do not 

reveal how many jobs may have been preserved thanks to development-related 

investments and projects. 

 

However, one growth-related effect of RSNs that can be distinguished is the 

increased number of researchers employed in projects related to the RSNs 

examined in papers 4 and 5 and at the involved university. Some of these are 

distinguished scholars from other countries in the European Union. By working in 

the region, they can be expected to advance knowledge in their fields and 

contribute to innovative and entrepreneurial processes generating new goods, 

services, firms, and jobs in the region. Growth and more jobs seem, however, to be 

easier to achieve by means of RSNs based on bottom–up processes, as described in 

papers 4 and 5 of the present thesis, as profitable outcomes tend to be more easily 

attained through ventures building on existing relationships, commitment, 

legitimate joint causes, and entrepreneurial networking. 
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Top–down approaches seem appropriate for facilitating strategic long-term R&D 

collaboration involving researchers from universities in projects aiming to generate 

innovation and radical change. Such long-term investments in the research and 

development of new ideas, solutions, goods, or services involve risks that small 

companies in particular are often reluctant to take on their own. Innovation can be 

supported by combined public/private funding of public/private/university 

cooperation and by the pooling of resources, information, and knowledge. 

Supporting entrepreneurship and innovation seems to be the right thing to do to 

stimulate growth in sparsely populated regions located far from major markets. 

Development-related RSN activities facilitate knowledge development and, to the 

extent that this promotes business development and collaboration to reach new 

markets, it can lead to increased profitability and entrepreneurship as it did in 

papers 1, 2, 4 and 5 of this thesis. 

 

To be effective in terms of generating growth, the criteria set up for RSNs must 

reward effectiveness. Being efficient, i.e., doing the things that are to be done in the 

right way, implies focusing on funding and support, the composition of actors, 

facilitating activities that generate interaction, and the function of the hub as a 

facilitator of cooperation and entrepreneurship. 

 

6.2.2 Funding and support 
Long-term financing is important for RSN efficiency. The case presented in paper 2 

of the present thesis demonstrates this by emphasizing that short-term financing 

generates gaps in RSN operations when projects are in transition from one 

financing period to another. This may cause discontinuity in the hub function and 

RSN activities as well as loss of human resources, knowledge, and relationships. 

The Swedish Vinnväxt programmes can be seen as an attempt to handle this 

problem, as they allow ten years of funding and set long-term evaluation criteria. 

These programmes provide a structure that may foster long-term stability, which 

in turn facilitates the mobilization of additional resources as well as continuous 

relationships and interaction (Thesis, paper 4). Short-term funding, as in the case 

described in paper 2, however, tends to weaken performance, as the interaction 

processes are harmed by abrupt stops, restarts, and lack of hub-task performance. 

 

6.2.3 Actor composition 
How an RSN is composed in terms of types of members influences what can be 

achieved and how efficiently this can be done. If the RSN comprises actors from 
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lines of business or industries with complementary resources, members can find 

opportunities to do business together, while a member composition emphasizing 

similar and therefore competing actors can more efficiently collaborate towards 

common goals not achievable by individual members (Thesis, paper 1). An RSN 

comprising actors from the public, private, and academic sectors (Thesis, paper 4) 

can effectively contribute to the development of either radical or incremental 

innovations. Such an actor composition is based on differing and sometimes 

contrasting logics and incentives; this can restrain collaboration (Thesis, paper 4), 

which is a problem with regard to efficiency  

 

The number of members in an RSN can be expected to affect performance. An RSN 

with many members can gain legitimacy in the eyes of external actors (Thesis, 

papers 2 and 3). A large membership can also create efficiency problems, as it can 

be difficult for members to gain an overview of such RSNs, which are also difficult 

for the hub to manage. However, having a large number of members can offer 

many options, providing members with the possibility of establishing contacts, 

exchanging information, and developing business relationships (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

RSNs with only a few members can be more easily monitored and managed and 

can act more quickly (Thesis, papers 1, 4, and 5). Small groups, however, are 

morevulnerable, as they are more dependent on individual actors; if many of these 

become passive, commitment will drop and network collaboration be endangered. 

The basis for information exchange can be too limited in small RSNs of competing 

actors from similar backgrounds located near each other (Thesis, paper 1). On the 

other hand, actors in small groups can find it easier to meet face-to-face and 

interact, which advances the development of trust and open dialogue. 

 

The size of the organizations participating in RSNs also influences access to 

resources and the amount of absorptive capacity required to make use of 

knowledge gained through network collaboration (Thesis, papers 1, 4, and 5). 

However, as large organizations are not as dependent on collaboration as small 

ones are, their commitment to the RSN may be promoted solely by business-

related needs (Thesis, paper1). 

 

An RSN made up of actors related through social or business interests can 

efficiently promote further relationship development and collaboration, due to the 
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pre-existing commitment and trust among the members (Thesis, papers 4 and 5). 

High turnover of actors harms trust and commitment, while higher membership 

longevity can create a sound basis for collaboration and joint entrepreneurial 

actions (Thesis, paper 1). 

 

6.2.4 Activities 
The efficiency of RSNs is strengthened if their activities are supported by joint 

resources. It is difficult to motivate actors to pay for participation when the benefits 

may still be unclear (Thesis, paper 2), which means that available funds cannot be 

put to efficient use. In RSNs comprising actors unfamiliar with each other, 

activities promoting social interaction were found to stimulate the development of 

social relationships. Provided RSN members have common business interests, this 

can be an efficient way to inspire the development of business relationships and 

collaboration. The choice of activities and their relationship to member needs were 

found to determine the motivation to participate when the activities promoted 

both business exchange (Thesis, papers 1, 4, and 5) and individual development 

(paper 1). 

 

Identified member needs and expectations are important determinants of RSN 

efficiency, as expectations function as implicit goals directing RSN development. 

Congruent expectations and joint goals promote commitment, whereas the lack of 

shared goals creates obstacles to efficiency (Thesis, paper 1). Goal setting is not 

always easy in RSNs given their often heterogeneous compositions, differing sizes, 

numbers of members, and interests. 

 

Knowledge development programmes were found to serve as tools generating 

interaction and exchange, which fostered the development of business and social 

relationships as well as of business skills, goods, services (Thesis, papers 1 and 2), 

and commitment (paper 1). This indicates that such programmes are efficient ways 

to stimulate entrepreneurship leading to innovation. 

 

6.2.5 Management and the hub role 
Efficient RSN management is the overarching task of the hub. Its success in 

mobilizing resources and facilitating interaction and relationship building 

generating collaborative and entrepreneurial processes is closely related to RSN 

success (Thesis paper 2). A condition for successful RSN management is that both 

the hub and the purpose of the RSN be seen as legitimate (Thesis, paper 5). 
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The functions to be carried out by the hub are complex. These functions can be 

summarized in seven categories covering activities internal and external to the 

RSN. Each of these identified hub-tasks are in turn including a range of elements 

which adds to the complexity of performing the tasks (Thesis paper 2). The tasks 

differ in the three development phases of RSNs but most of them need to be 

performed in all phases if to keep the RSN development process going. Thus, 

relationship development entails activities to facilitate interaction early on, which 

is counteracted by the dependency on project-related grants. However, RSNs have 

several inherent features that pose difficulties for efficient management. RSN 

members are autonomous and often prioritize their own issues above those of the 

RSN (Thesis, papers 1 and 2), and the hub’s lack of formal authority adds to the 

complexity of RSN management. Lack of resources and insufficient knowledge of 

the complexity of the tasks to be performed by the hub makes efficient RSN 

management still more difficult, particularly when RSNs are managed by part-time 

project-assigned hub managers expected to perform most of the tasks on their own. 

Short-term project-related funding aggravates the difficulties of recruiting 

qualified individuals, as the salaries tend to be low and the terms unstable. If the 

sole individual constituting the hub quits without being able to hand over 

responsibilities to a successor in an orderly way, activities and development may 

grind to a halt resulting in loss of knowledge, time, and efficiency and setting back 

goal achievement (Thesis, paper 2). 

 

6.3 Managerial implications 

 

RSNs are assessed after short periods but with regard to what are intended to be 

long-term effects. If the assessment criteria are modified to include outcomes that 

can realistically be achieved within the short-term project period of an RSN, while 

still focusing on long-term effects, a stronger link could be created between RSN 

performance and regional development.  

 

By applying criteria that measure the drivers of relationship development and the 

results obtained in terms of the number of new business-exchange relationships 

established (and, if possible, their strength and content), the focus of both RSN 

activities and the funding of RSNs may shift towards relationship development. 
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Ideally, commitment and changes in commitment could be measured according to 

their character, for example, behavioural, attitudinal, affective, normative, and 

moral, but reporting and measurement problems make it difficult to formulate and 

handle such criteria. Such reporting requires consensus on and development of 

shared research-based standards. Implementing these standards might be an 

assignment for currently ongoing evaluations. 

 

The criteria currently used (e.g., the number of new jobs and new firms) refer to 

long-term effects and may not coincide with goals relevant to RSN processes at 

various stages and fail to support evolving development processes. However, RSN 

initiators consider the criteria specified in the instructions supplied by the regional 

development funds when applying for funding and adapt the RSN plans 

accordingly. As the expected outcomes of RSNs, according to these criteria, are so 

ambitious, there is a risk that applications will be based on over-optimistic beliefs 

as to what is feasible. This creates problems, such as a lack of reliability, when 

results are reported. It also distracts attention from what can realistically be 

achieved, i.e., relationship development. 

  

The managerial implications of RSN efficiency highlight the need to secure long-

term funding for RSN initiation and operation. As RSN projects involving 

development processes are often based on sequences of projects, a wider 

perspective is required to create conditions for efficiently managing these time-

consuming, complex, and risky projects. The organization and availability of 

support, courses, and training programmes for hub managers and their principals 

in the public sector (e.g., Reglab and Cluster support programme) also constitute a 

prerequisite for efficient RSN management.  

 

Rethinking is required regarding hub organization in prioritized RSNs and cluster 

initiatives. To secure knowledge exchange and development, hubs from various 

RSNs can be brought together to work as teams as described by Provan and Kenis 

(2008). In that way they support each other and may prevent RSN management 

gaps to occur.  Such interaction can release synergies and provide opportunities for 

dialogue on the complex task of RSN management. 
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6.4 Further research 

 

It has been stressed throughout this thesis that RSNs have varied and difficult 

tasks and that the effects of their activities are difficult to assess. Moreover, the 

assessment criteria used are not always well adapted to what has actually been 

done and can be done. Still, RSNs receive substantial funding and will probably 

remain a regional development policy tool. Therefore, there is a need for further 

studies both of RSNs as such – for example, member composition, legitimacy, 

relationship building, resource mobilization, commitment, and management – and 

of RSN effects and how these effects are measured and assessed. 

 

More specifically, there is a need for research into how to operationalize criteria 

that would support network-related development processes. Standards for 

continuous evaluation, support, and management also merit further study, as these 

factors affect RSN performance and drive regional growth. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Annex 1: Questionnaire Thesis papers I, II, IV and V 

 

INFORMATION ON THE CLUSTER/NETWORK 

 

Cluster/network name: 

 

Start date: 

 

Purpose and objectives: 

 

Organisation: 

- Number of people in the hub and any previous experience they have had in similar 

positions 

- are there other organizational forms in the network, e.g. working groups? 

 

If yes, describe their focus, working methods and participants 

 

How did the network start and who were its initiators? 

 

What was recruitment of the hub and member companies based on? 

 

How were the network/cluster activities financed? 

 

How many companies were participating when the network started?  

 

How many companies have joined since? 

 

How many spin-off companies or new start-ups have been launched in connection with the 

activities of the network/cluster? 

 

Description of member companies:  

 - company name 

 - company focus 

 - number of representatives in the network and description of their roles in the company 

 - have they participated in the past or are they currently participating in other strategic 

networks?  

   (as individuals in other companies or as representatives of their current employer) 

- number of employees and gender distribution 

 

Changes in the number of employees in the network companies since the start of the 

network: 
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QUESTIONS FOR THE ‚HUB‛ 

 

 

Which other members were previously acquainted? 

(a) private relationship P 

(b) business relationship A 

 

Have new relationships been formed among the members through the network activities?    

 

 If new relationships have been formed – Have the members been in contact with one 

another outside of the network activities? 

          i.e. by email, telephone, personal meetings, etc. 

 

How do you feel about the composition of the network? 

          Are there problems with competition? 

          Are you too much alike/too different? 

          Is the number of members appropriate? 

          Key people/companies? 

          Anything else? 

  

What were your expectations for the network at the start and have these changed during the 

network’s period of activity? 

-   hub 

- participants 

 

Has working on the network brought any benefits to network participants? 

-if yes, please give examples 

 

Have there been any disadvantages with participation in the network? 

if yes, please give examples 

 

Do you feel that there has been any change in the dedication and involvement of the 

participants? 

 

How do you view your own role in the network? What are your duties? 

 

How do you feel about your work so far?    Open question 

 

Difficulties: 

 

Opportunities: 

 

Do you have any previous experience of these types of duties? 

 

What new challenges has this work entailed for you? 
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What activities have been carried out thus far – description of activities? 

 

How many members attend network meetings – and has this changed since the start? 

 

What activities are planned for the future – schedule of activities? 

 

Does the network actively work to strengthen the relationships and exchange between the 

member companies? 

if yes, how? 

 

How do you work with skills development issues in the network? 

 

Do you work with business development activities within the network or do you plan to do 

so? 

if yes, in what way – scope and method?  

 

Do you think that this form of cooperation is conducive to fulfilling the purpose of the 

network/cluster? 

Why/Why not? 
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Annex 2: Questionnaire Thesis paper I 

 

Arrangement 

Short summary of the results achieved through network activities 

How did they do it? 

 

Terms: relationships (participants), resources (financing, skills), activities (process), 

skills/knowledge development 

 

Focus on the story of the network’s growth with the spotlight on processes 

 

The interview is divided into a number of theme areas: 

 

Results of network activities 

- number of employees 

- new companies 

- new products and services 

- new customers 

- collaborative projects 

 

Relationships 

- How have relationships between the participants in the network developed during 

this time? Try to give specific examples if possible!  

 

- What significance have these relationships had to the development of: the network, 

the network companies, new products or business opportunities? 

 

- What factors have been significant to the development of relationships in the 

network? 

 

- Have any networks been formed within the network? If so, why and how have 

these developed since? 

 

Activities 

- What was the strategy at the start of the network for the implementation of 

activities - frequency and structure? 

-  

- How have you planned and organized activities throughout the growth of the 

network – do you follow a plan or have things happened to bring about a change 

of course? What were these and why? 

 

- How did your ‚main tracks‛ develop – what events, discussions and attitudes 

preceded these decisions? 
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- How have the network and the participating companies been affected by the skills 

development activities? 

 

Resources 

Financing  

- What types of financing was available for the network from the start? 

 

- What resources are currently available for running the developmental process? 

 

Skills 

- The participants have different types of skills and knowledge – in what way has 

this benefited the network? 

 

- Have the participants been able to recognize and utilize one another’s abilities? If 

so, how do they exhibit this? Try to give some examples, if possible. 

 

Participants with strong resources 

- Has the role of the participants with strong resources changed over time? How? 

-  

- Who are the driving forces in the network – from the start through to now?  

-  

- What drives them and what results have they achieved? 
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Annex 3: Questionnaire Thesis paper II 

 

The history of the network 

- Initiators 

-  

- Purpose 

-  

- The progress of the network from its beginning through to now – overall (focus on critical 

events that changed the focus of the network)  

 

Network design 

- Who is/was in the network? 

-  

- Who decided on the composition of participants and how was this accomplished? 

-  

- How do you feel about bringing together people from the public and private sectors in the 

network? Do you think it works?  

-  

- What resources were available for developing the project – viewed from the start through to 

now? 

-  

- What resources do the companies have to offer the network? 

-  

- What activities have been carried out, who selected these, and how have they been received 

by the participants? 

 

Incentives for participation 

- Why do the various companies/organizations participate (incentives for network 

cooperation)? 

-  

- Has this changed over time? If so, how? 

-  

- How many and which of the companies/organizations do you feel are active in the network 

and why? 

-  

- Has this changed over time? 

 

Roles 

- How do you view your role in the network? 

-  

- What roles do the various companies/organizations have? (motivators, participants, 

pacemakers, designers) 

- What is the current role of xxxx as compared with its role at the start? 
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Relationships 

- What types of relationships do the network members have today? 

-  

- Were these relationships in place from the beginning or have they developed  

- during the course of the network? If so, why? 
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Annex 4. Questionnaire papers IV and V 

Process to Vinnväxt 

 

 How long has the grouping surrounding Processum and the ‚Biorefinery of the 

Future‛ been in existence? 

  

 Explain the difference between Processum and the ‚Biorefinery of the Future.‛ 

 

 What preceded the decision to participate in the Vinnväxt competition? Have these 

sorts of developmental thoughts been there the whole time or did they arise in 

connection with the announcement of the competition? How did it all come about?  

 

 When and how were the decisions concerning the ‚Biorefinery of the Future‛ and 

participation in the Vinnväxt competition made?  

 

 Who did what afterwards?  

 

 How did you decide what needed to be done, how it would be done, and who 

would be responsible? 

 

 How well is the ‚Biorefinery of the Future‛ anchored in the local community?  

 

 Why is there such a clear connection to Umeå University and how has this 

developed?  

 

 What is the connection to Mid Sweden University and how has this developed? 

 

 How do you see your role in the ‚Biorefinery of the Future‛?  

 

 Why did you join?  

 

 What actions did you take?  

 

 What is the scope and form of your involvement? Has this changed over time?  

 

 How do you see the roles of other participants and of the hub? 

 

 How well has communication worked?  

 

 Were there any sub-groups?  

 

 What resources have you contributed? Have you got anything back from the 

process? 
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 What problems and obstacles have there been along the road? 

 

 Insight and lessons learned from the process and the participants? 

 

 To what extent did you know the other participants before (list)? 

 

 How has Processum/‚Biorefinery of the Future‛ worked with entrepreneurship – 

to create opportunities for entrepreneurship? 

 

  How does the ‚Biorefinery of the Future‛ currently work with entrepreneurship, 

and what insight can be gained from this work?  

 

After Vinnväxt 

 

 How are the various research and development projects linked to the ‚Biorefinery 

of the Future‛ and Processum?  

 

 What has Vinnväxt work meant – did it ‚change the world‛ and if so, how? What 

real, tangible things have happened since the Vinnväxt win? 

 

 How has involvement and dedication developed over time – has the Vinnväxt 

work influenced this?  

 

The role of the hub 

 

 What actions were taken by the CEO and the hub during the work with Vinnväxt? 

 

 Who was the main driving force in the process? The hub or other interested 

parties? 

 

 How do you rate the importance of effort and input? 

 

 What types of skills, knowledge and experience are important for a hub? 

 

 

 


