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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

It is well known that nowadays many sectors are structured in industrial districts or 

clusters all around the world, being population of firms, mostly small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), carrying out different activities in the same industry and located in 

a geographically bounded area..
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These industrial configurations have been studied in depth during the last decades 

considering for they enable increase in flexibility, efficiency as well as cost reduction to 

companies located in these areas (Becattini 1979; Becchetti and Rossi 2000; Enright 

1995; Galletto, Boix Domènech, and Muñiz 2014; Karlsson and Klaesson 2000; Porter 

1990). Indeed, companies which are located in a specific geographical area and are 

focussed on the same activity have a larger amount of common knowledge and 

information available than firms in different geographical contexts. As they have easier 

access to specialized workforce, suppliers and resources, agglomeration economy 

opportunities (Krugman 1991) or spill-over arise, which provide the community with 

valuable knowledge. 

Innovative processes in cluster contexts present an interesting approach as innovation is 

deemed as one of the most important sources of value generation for the companies and, 

therefore, for the cluster itself where they are integrated (Hitt et al. 1996). Their 

characteristics mentioned above enable cluster to be locus for innovation, but mostly 

incremental innovation. Indeed, within clusters, consisting of a network made of small 

firms, organizations and institutions (Antonelli 2000), proximity support frequent 

interactions and the establishment of the dense and strong ties among cluster members 

that support the generation of a tacit knowledge flow which is suitable for incremental 

innovations, aiming at improving the products or ameliorating existing production 

processes. 

Nevertheless, on the other hand, the same dynamics is considered as an obstacle for the 

diffusion of really new ideas and, hence, for radical or disruptive innovative process 

development (Molina-Morales, López-Navarro, and Guia-Julve 2002). Radical 

innovation is defined as a unique technological advance in a certain category that 

significantly alters the patterns in a market and changes the competitive forces as well 

as creates new market possibilities (Abernathy and Utterback 1978; Gatignon et al. 

2002). 

In cluster context, the ability of generating and developing radical or disruptive 

innovations has been already discussed during the last decades (Albors-Garrigos and 

Hervas-Oliver 2014; Glasmeier 1991; Maskell 2001; Reig-Otero et al. 2014). 

Nevertheless, considering for the challenges clusters are facing nowadays, driven by 

globalization (De Marchi and Grandinetti 2014; Rabellotti, Carabelli, and Hirsch 2009), 

specialization and migratory movements (of workers and entrepreneurs), radical 
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innovations could play an important role because they might support the ability of 

clusters to address challenges.  

The development of the ability for detecting, generating and developing these 

innovations might provide the cluster with new tools to face all these challenges and to 

maintain competitiveness. 

 

2. RESEACH QUESTIONS 

 

Against this background, in this paper we are aiming to understand to what extent 

radical innovation is possible in the cluster context and what elements are supportive of 

this outcome. In particular, leveraging the literature that have investigated radical 

innovation at the firm level, we are going to focus on four different aspects that in our 

opinion are relevant to study in cluster contexts.  

(1) What is the role of local visionary agents in driving the radical innovation 

processes? Schumpeterian approach to innovation highlight the relevance of 

individual entrepreneurs or enterprises to lead the generation of the radical 

innovation process, thanks to their ability to detect and exploit what they capture 

from external (to the cluster) networks;  

(2) What is the role of the local institutions and supporting organizations in the 

development and diffusion of radical innovation? Indeed, cluster literature 

highlight their role in supporting knowledge diffusion within the cluster and of 

intermediaries between the external sources of knowledge and local companies. 

(3) What are the effects of the introduction of the radical innovation for the 

incumbent firms? Who is going to benefit more and why? In this paper we are 

going to investigate possible improvements in the competitive position in terms 

of product differentiation or cost reduction or strategic decisions (such as 

upstream repositioning, fast adoption of the technology, diversification, 

resistance to change)  

(4) What are the effects of the radical innovation at the cluster level and what 

circumstances support the diffusion of the innovation within the cluster?  

Indeed, radical innovation might cause the regeneration of a mature cluster by 

restarting its life cycle, even encouraging the formation or consolidation of an 

emerging cluster or even the diffusion of the cluster as such.    
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3. METODOLOGY 

 

In order to investigate such research questions, we will resort to a comparative case 

study methodology (Yin 2003), which allow to emphasize comparison and to obtain 

generalizable knowledge about the causal questions previously exposed. As reported by 

Yin (2003), a comparative or multiple case study can be used to either: “(a) predicts 

similar results (a literal replication) or (b) predicts contrasting results but for predictable 

reasons (a theoretical replication)” (p. 47). 

Comparative case study methodology involves the analysis and synthesis of the 

similarities, differences and patterns across the cases which share a common focus. In 

this paper, we will follow different steps, as the methodology utilised states: (a) identify 

initial propositions and key evaluation questions to focus the comparative case study; 

(b) define how the case study will be carried out, in terms of kind and amount of cases 

to be considered in order to fulfil the objective of the study ; (c) determine how 

evidence will be collected, analysed and synthesized within and across cases; (d) carry 

out the comparative study and get the outcomes; (e) evaluate alternative explanations 

for the obtained outcomes; (f) define the final conclusions.  

In this particular case, we focus on two clusters in which each radical innovation was 

successfully introduced and adopted: the sky-boot innovation in Italian Montebelluna 

Sportsystem industrial district and the digital tile printing innovation in Spanish ceramic 

tile cluster. The Montebelluna sportsystem industrial district faced, in late 60´s of the 

last century, a radical product innovation (sustained by a radical technological 

innovation) consisting on substituting the traditional leather sky-boots by the high-

performance-plastic sky-boots. In 1967, Nordica, a firm from the Montebelluna ID, 

presented, at the most important fair of its sector, a revolutionary sky-boot made of 

plastic offering a higher performance, implying a completely different production 

process. Similarly, the Spanish ceramic tile cluster, located in Castellón region, faced, in 

the first decade of this century, a disruptive technological innovation consisting on 

radically changing the decorative process (printing stage) in the ceramic tile production 

chain. In 2000, Kerajet, a firm founded in 1998 launched in the most important fair of 

its sector a digital printer as a revolutionary and alternative technology to the traditional 

printing machine.  
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According to the comparative case study methodology, first step will consist of 

describing in depth the specific features of both cases. The right understanding of each 

case is paramount to properly fix the analytic framework which will be the basis of our 

cross-case comparison. Qualitative methods such as fieldworks visits, interviews, 

participatory observation, document analysis, direct observation have been used for this 

purpose. 

Comparative case study technique requires extensive analytic and synthesizing work as 

beyond a simple comparison of commonalities and differences, these features will 

constitute the basis of our causal propositions and the seed of our conclusions regarding 

radical innovation dynamics in the cluster contexts.  

 

4. EXPECTED CONTRIBUTION 

  

In this paper we attempt to adapt concepts used for the understanding of radical 

innovation at the firm level to the cluster level. Despite the differences between both 

cases, in terms of the kind of radical innovation introduced or the main impact of the 

innovation for the clustered companies, interesting commonalities arises in the 

comparison of the two cases, whose analysis might lead to valuable insights regarding 

the development and diffusion of radical innovation and its effects at the industrial 

cluster contexts. In our opinion, the paper’s findings could lead to a better 

understanding of radical innovative processes in cluster contexts, especially considering 

for the scarcity of information of such a research setting the effective development of 

radical innovation within clusters. Knowledge inferred from the causal questions 

proposed in this paper will help to identify some patterns which could drive the 

generation and development of radical innovations. On the other hand, it will contribute 

to the evaluation and prediction of how the introduction of such innovations affect firms 

in cluster and, even furthermore, in the cluster itself as an entity. Additionally, we 

expect to provide a different vision about the near future of clusters as well as their 

resilience capability suggesting that radical innovations could support the ability of 

clusters to maintain or increase their competitiveness. 
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