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Abstract

Our purpose with this article is to show the importance of assessing trends and promoting innovation
in a real business context, through a cluster ecosystem, mainly composed of micro-enterprises in the
agro-industrial Portuguese sector.

As many studies show, Inovcluster (which has 158 associates, from which 120 are enterprises) is also a
geographic region cluster, which improves innovation performance of businesses seeking to gain com-
petitiveness and ability to improve their exportations in the agro-industrial Portuguese sector.

The role of the cluster is fundamental to creating a model for knowledge transfer of innovation capacity,
interconnecting its institutional, scientific and business associates. This model has to be adapted to
the sector and enterprise characteristics, relying in an interconnecting structure which is more or less
decentralized according to the mentioned features. Here we present an experience and case study of the
Inovcluster ecosystem and its trends and innovation transfer to business value creation, contextualized
within the regional strategy for smart specialization.

We have shown how, through the establishment of an Inovcluster network, it is possible to integrate
the contribution of different research and academic centres, channelled to assist micro-enterprises by
innovating within a geographical constraint.
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1 Introduction

Inovcluster, created in May 2009, is a cluster
association based in a strategic cooperation
between entities seeking a series of values, prin-
ciples and methodologies that complement each
other. The quality and variety of the projects
and the services provided, focusing on partners
and the pursuit of innovation, are among its
main goals.

The Cluster is formed of a set of 158 members,
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within different economic areas, in which their
business associates cover the economic sectors of
meat, fish, honey, milk and dairy products, olive
oil, fruit and vegetables, wine, vine and cereals.
About 30% of Inovcluster members are located
outside the territorial scope recognized for the
Agro-industrial Centre Cluster membership.
Thus, the central region of Portugal is, as a
whole, the area where the cluster activity is
developed.

The main concern of Inovcluster is to offer
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services and knowledge to its business associates
so that they may improve their competitiveness,
innovation and sustainability. Therefore, the
Cluster designed its strategy towards this aim.
It sought to integrate the different activity areas
so that it was possible to enhance and achieve
its main goal, as shown in figure 1.
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Figure 1: Inovcluster intervention areas - Source:
Inovcluster

This preoccupation led Inovcluster to develop
its own model of knowledge transfer, grounded
in the main theoretical scientific concepts in
the study field of innovation, trends and smart
specialization (Foray et al., 2012). Therefore,
the cluster seeks to boost the relationships
between its associates and promote strategic
development to help them launch new products
or innovate in services, thereby reaching new
markets and developing new processes.

2 Theoretical Framing

Rosted (2005) says that there are three sources
of innovation, depending on the competitive
landscape of the company: price competition;
new research and technology; and non-recognised
consumer needs (Chang & Chen, 2004). Some

companies draw inspiration from all three
sources and most of them need to develop
skills. Businesses specializing in only one type
of innovation are rare.

As we may observe, the social and economic
context alters if there is a more empowered
public. All changes produced in the market
have to follow this trend (Bar & Riis, 2000).
Consequently, besides the technical and scientific
breakthroughs, we have to notice what people
want, how and when. This means that consumer
centred innovation is fundamental for businesses
to be updated and to follow society development
(Bar & Riis, 2000).

User-driven innovation implies that businesses
constantly strive to deliver a product to provide
consumers with a special value offer or expe-
rience, which is completely different from the
competition. This perspective forces businesses
to a profound understanding of customer needs
as well as the ability to translate it into products,
services or experiences that are unique (Rosted,
2005; Holmquist, 2004; Bar & Riis, 2000). It
is characterized by the systematic scientific
mapping of consumer needs and the company’s
capacity to transform it into goods.

This concept was firstly tied to innovations
carried out by consumers in order to increase
the utility value of the product (Hippel, Thomke
and Sonncak, 1999 cited in Rosted (2005)),
but it wasn’t long before commercial oriented
innovation was also considered as user driven
innovation. Even if the consumer is not an ac-
tive part of the process, the company may map
consumer needs in a scientific and systematic
way and apply non-recognised user needs as
an innovation source. The methodology and
technology necessary to develop these scientific
studies are sophisticated and not available to
every business company. Even trend watching or
cool hunting (Gomes & Francisco, 2013; Pedroni,
2011) are important techniques, not as scientific
or as rigorous as a methodology should be, but
with a strong insight nevertheless, when they try
to identify the different consumer trends that
are being designed, how consumers think, and
what they need and want (COIN - Collaborative
Innovation Networks, 2009). Furthermore, the
process of user-driven innovation doesn’t stop
here. It has to follow sequentially different
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steps which themselves involve technology and
scientific and technical knowledge, as shown in
figure 2.

Implementation
Designinnovation strategy

Assess market potential

Investigate production-capabilities and
technological opportunities

Design solutions, new concepts and
develop prototypes

Customer observations

Figure 2: The user-driven innovation process -
Source: Adapted from Rosted (2005)

However, new products are not the only
source of innovation and market competition
strengthening. In Europe, it is a fact that man-
ufacturing success also depends on the ability
of the company to create and supply innovative
services, design, marketing and logistics, as well
as the product, in spite of the fact that regional
and industrial policies and tools still not take
sufficient account of these market variables.
This service innovation' and its transformative
power contributes to the transformation of
the traditional and emerging industries, as the
change it may imply can be disruptive and con-
sequently empowering to the company’s market
activity, increasing its competitive positioning
(UNIDO, 2011). For Europe as a whole and for
the individual regions, it is important to increase
the service innovation potential and support
the transformation of innovation into a product
or experience with added value for the market
(ILO, 2009; GTZ, 2007). In this way, Europe

IService innovation comprises new or significantly im-
proved service concepts and offerings as such service in-
frastructure, customer processing, business models, com-
mercialisation, service productivity and hybrid forms of
innovation serving several user groups in different ways
simultaneously (Clusters and Support for SMEs Unit,
2012).
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believes that it will foster structural change and
economic growth, and in this spirit a Cohesion
Policy for 2014-2020 was created, where the
European regions are going to be asked to draw
a national and regional innovation strategy
for smart specialisation’? (Doranova, Griniece,
Miedzinsky, & Reid, 2012; Smart Specialization
Platform, 2011; Committee of the Regions
of the European Union, 2012; Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development,
2013), which will permit regions to reinforce
their advantages and channel financial and
other different support to a specific group of an
economic sector.

Due to the above, and knowing that one of
the key economic activities that are going
to be fundamental for Portugal and its Cen-
tral Region is the bio-economy and the food
agro-industrial sector, it was important for
Inovcluster to boost the innovation process of
its business associates, cementing its strategy
in user-driven innovation, so that the market
impact is stronger. Consequently, the objective
of Invocluster is to improve the competitiveness
of the country/region/agro-industrial sector,
gathering the adequate competences to help
business companies overcome their lack of ability
in the research for innovation and service inno-
vation, helping them to develop new strategies
and new products.

3 Model

Currently, Inovcluster has 158 associates and
75% of them are business enterprises. Around
10% are research and technology development
centres/high education institutions, 4% are
municipalities and 14% cooperatives and sector
associations. In order to achieve these numbers,
the cluster pursues the implementation of a set
of initiatives that stimulate the agglomeration
economy. The objective is to encourage cooper-
ation and networking, therefore achieving more
qualification and modernization of businesses,

2Smart specialization is an improved Cohesion pol-
icy of the European Union that focus on the policy and
investments support of national / regional priorities, chal-
lenges and needs for knowledge based development, build
on each country/region’s strengths, competitive advan-
tages and potential for excellence (Clusters and Support
for SMEs Unit, 2012).
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in addition to increasing applied and scientific
knowledge of other partners. Therefore, Inov-
cluster is a facilitator in the interrelationships
with its partners as well as in further relation-
ships with other entities. With this goal in
mind, the Cluster design is the interrelationship
model of knowledge transfer as shown in figure 3.

F Information transfer

. \
\
\

Knowledge Enterprises

Technology transfer

to

Current Value (V)
Vo< V;

Figure 3: Induced mechanism for creating added
value cycles - Source: Inovcluster — adapted from
Santos et al. ( )

This model reflects the special relevance in
increasing the competitiveness of the clusters
by getting together science, industry and other
stakeholders, to explore new and emerging op-
portunities geared towards social, environmental
and economic new challenges and promoting new
businesses, consolidating the existing ones and
improving employment in the agro-industrial
sector. This model also permits a stronger
impact of Inovcluster in the Centre region,
particularly through new products, markets,
processes and innovative service strategies, as
its high quality and strong technological inno-
vations may undergo several cycles of Research,
Development and Innovation (RD&I) to submit
new projects.

Thus, the great strategic goal of Inovcluster
is to enhance innovation, wealth creation, em-
ployment and well-being in the agro-industrial
system, in order to connect information,
knowledge and technology (flow created and

transferred), which are essential tools for the
development and strengthening of this system
value, in a logic of economic network and
agglomeration, in the context of a smart special-
ization region, as shown in figure 4.

1. Knowledge flows

111 Knowledge has value associated

Figure 4: Relationship between knowledge and
value within Inovcluster context - Source: Inov-
cluster — adapted from Santos et al. ( ) — IN-
AGRI —Rede de Oficinas de Inovacao pra o sector
Agroindustrial

As previously stated Inovcluster is orga-
nized into intervention in different areas and it
is within the Trends and Innovation Unit and
the projects development area, with the science
partners, that the knowledge transfer occurs.
As the next figures illustrate (see figure 5 and
6), the Trends and Innovation Unit seeks to
develop several activities, centred on user-driven
innovation, studying consumers, so that it is
possible to systematize information about the
main market trends, consumer behaviour and
client profile for all the subsectors operating in
the cluster. The scientific and applied projects
have a broader scope by promoting and devel-
oping scientific and technologic solutions for all
agro-industrial sectors.

Through the years, Inovcluster has promoted
more than 100 meetings, seminars, workshops
or knowledge transfer events, with the purpose
of transmitting market information, sharing
market experiences and helping companies,
in an innovation management perspective, to
incorporate and develop their new products,
processes or services, as we may see in figure 7.
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Figure 5: User-Driven Innovation Activities
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Figure 6: RDT - Research, Development and
Technology cooperation projects

There are some relevant cases to demonstrate
the importance of the experience and mentoring
role of the Inovcluster performance in the
business activity of its associates.

4 Case Study

The first case study presented here is the “Wine
consumer study”, developed with an important
Portuguese wine company, illustrated in figure 8.
After participating in a seminar about compet-
itiveness and innovation, Global Wines, a wine
business group with several brands within dif-
ferent Portuguese wine regions, (in particularly
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Figure 7: Mechanism for creating added value -
Dao Sul case study

1. Seminar and initial meeting

111, Study results

11. Work reunions for study

development and implementation /

Figure 8: Relationship between knowledge and
value: Inovcluster/ Higher Education Institution
(HEI) partner and Dao Sul

their company Dao Sul, located in the Centre
Region and a cluster associate) contacted us to
propose the development of a national consumer
study with the objective of understanding wine
consumption behaviour and purchase in the su-
permarkets. This project was to be developed in
one year.

After several meetings and sharing of informa-
tion, the study was designed and implemented.
This study enabled them to redefine their com-
mercial strategy and to identify a market niche
composed of young male consumers who wanted
a more “light” sparkling wine with which to cel-
ebrate and party. This niche wasn’t occupied yet
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1. Seminar and initial meeting

111, Study results

11. Work reunions for study
development and i

Figure 9: Relationship between knowledge and
value: Inovcluster/ HEI4+RDT and Cheese X

in the Portuguese market and Global Wines was
able to develop the product which is nowadays a
sales success.

Nevertheless, sometimes there is no immediate
success on the knowledge transfer. For exam-
ple a cheese manufacturer (we are not allowed to
state its name), also after a seminar to let people
know about the latest trends and innovation on
the world market, elected to launch a new prod-
uct for their current clients (innovation incorpo-
ration). Without talking with the Trends and In-
novation Inovcluster Unit first, they invested in
equipment and material to produce sliced cheese
through the same market channels for the same
target consumers (see figure 9).

Trends and innovation have to be adapted to
the company’s characteristics, as well as to their
market, or else they imply a different market
strategy. So the obvious result for this SME that
worked with traditional clients and distribution
channels was not very good: their consumers
didn’t accept the innovation, since their main
concern and purchase decision criterion was price
and the new product was inevitably more expen-
sive than cheese sold by weight. The other prob-
lem noticed was in the packaging design and ma-
terial since it caused deterioration of the cheese
colour (not its flavour or organic characteristics
but its colour). These two negative facts turned
the product launch into a failure. This situation
would have been avoided if Inovcluster had been
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a part of the innovation process and through its
scientific and technical partners could have de-
veloped their innovation strategy, since it has
the experience and knowledge, within their HEI
and RDT partners to know that trends and in-
novation have to be carefully designed and im-
plemented. Benchmarking is not a “copy paste”
procedure. At the present time they have talked
to the cluster to help them develop a new package
and define a new commercial strategy.

5 Discussion

As previously stated, we may observe that the
user-driven model created by Inovcluster works
if meetings and discussions take place, so that
knowledge transfer is clear and adapted to the
business objectives of the companies, as seen in
Lee ( ).

When unaided, enterprises might not know how
to implement innovation, in particular if they are
SMEs with no research and innovation unit and
no experience in innovation management.

We are aware that this model also works because
of the proximity that Inovcluster has with its
businesses and HEI / RDT associates, since it
is easy to implement work meetings and also due
to the sensibility of the research and innovation
partners in accessing and communicating with
the distinct companies.

It’s a model of knowledge transfer adapted to the
typology of associates and to a geographic region.
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