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Chapter 1  

Introduction

In the late 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century, the academic, political and 
societal discourse about urban and regional development changed. After discussing 
the implications of the shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordist economy and society 
for about two decades, a new paradigm shift could be witnessed around the turn of 
the century. This upcoming paradigm suggests that the economic future of cities 
and city-regions increasingly depends on the capacity to attract, generate, retain 
and foster creativity, knowledge, and innovation. Several variations on this theme 
have been coined as concepts: the creative city, knowledge city, creative knowledge 
city, creative economy, knowledge economy, creative class, learning region, etc. 
The approaches linked to those concepts and hypotheses differ considerably 
in terms of cause-effect relationships and the analysis of how urban economic 
growth ‘works’. What they have in common is that they all stress the crucial role 
of creativity and knowledge as the engines of an urban economy that constantly 
needs to innovate. Initially the academic, political and societal discourse mainly 
involved the advanced capitalist world, which was rapidly losing its industrial 
mass production to low cost locations like China, India, Southeast Asia and 
Eastern Europe. However, meanwhile also China is investing heavily in its creative 
economy, while India has successfully added advanced knowledge-intensive 
services and production after its initial focus on attracting basic administrative 
and communication services from Europe and North America.

While knowledge does still play a prominent role in many regional development 
strategies, creativity seems to have won the popularity contest among urban and 
regional policy-makers across the globe. Even though the importance of creativity 
and/or culture has been emphasised by several academics and policy-makers 
many decades earlier, although not in a market-like way, two actors in the urban 
and regional development discourse are mostly responsible for this celebration of 
creativity as the key element of urban and regional economic future perspectives. 
First, in the late 1990s, the UK was the first country where a national government 
strategy for the creative industries was launched. It is even said that the UK national 
government has invented the term ‘creative industries’, though academics like Allen 
Scott had already worked on the closely affiliated term ‘cultural industries’ earlier. 
The timing of the UK government was fortunate: creative industries enjoyed their 
most rapid growth phase so far in the late 1990s. Helped in addition by the then still 
popular ‘Third Way’ political agenda of ‘New Labour’, an unprecedented period 
of about a decade of economic growth in the UK (and most of all in London), 
and catchy slogans like ‘Cool Britannia’, the creative industries rapidly became 
an icon of economic restructuring and growth in the UK. Next to the ‘creative 
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epicentre’ London, cities struggling with economic restructuring like Manchester, 
Liverpool, Newcastle and Birmingham were encouraged to play the creative card. 
Soon enough other European countries followed the UK example, and meanwhile, 
national, regional and urban programmes to attract and/or stimulate creative 
industries have spread across the globe. Second, Richard Florida published The 
Rise of the Creative Class and instantly became a celebrity academic in 2002. 
He claimed that for a city to become economically successful, attracting creative 
talent was the top priority. His ‘creative class’ is a broad and heterogeneous 
category of high-skilled and/or talented professionals in creative and knowledge-
intensive industries. To attract this creative class, cities should offer an attractive 
living environment characterised by diversity and tolerance. Diversity in terms of 
population composition, but also activities and functions; tolerance for an array of 
contrasting lifestyles, cultures and ethnicities. For several years it was said that his 
book was supposed to be on each policy-maker’s bedside table. While academic 
critique soon emerged and has only grown since 2002, Florida and comparable 
‘academic consultants’ like Charles Landry have remained influential policy 
advisers throughout the world, and concepts like ‘creative class’ and ‘creative city’ 
have reached countless local, regional and national policy documents.

These events and actors have caused a new and vivid debate about how cities 
and city-regions should respond to the economic restructuring processes they are 
confronted with. The literature on the emerging creative knowledge economy 
often suggests that city-regions are the focal points of this economy. Creative 
industries, in particular the small firms and self-employed, are said to flock into 
the inner cities, while larger firms and knowledge-intensive services like finance, 
legal services and ICT rather prefer city-edge or suburban locations. All sectors 
involved, however, though with different location preferences, prefer to be in 
city-regions instead of moving out to distant ‘edge cities’ or sprawled highway 
locations. The emerging creative knowledge economy may from that perspective 
have been one of the main driving forces behind the ‘urban renaissance’ that took 
off in the late 1980s. Creative industries and knowledge-intensive services (also 
known as advanced producer services) were among the fastest growing economic 
sectors in terms of jobs and turnover in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Economic 
backlashes like in the aftermath of ‘9/11’ were only brief interruptions of this 
continuous growth, though the impressive growth rates of the late 1990s have 
not returned so far. Currently the deep economic recession caused by the credit 
crunch definitely impacts on the knowledge-intensive services. After all, it was 
one of these service sectors, finance, where this crisis started, and many other 
knowledge-intensive services suffered because their operations were intertwined 
with or dependent on banks and other financial activities and on the economic 
climate in general, that got worse due to the crisis. The impact of the current 
crisis on the creative industries, however, is less clear so far; there are even some 
indications that parts of the creative industries kept growing despite the crisis, but 
no doubt generally the crisis will have negative impact on the creative industries 
as well. Creative industries generally deliver luxury goods and added value to 
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companies, products and people; in times of crisis, products and services like 
advertisement or design are often less in demand. Still, looking beyond the crisis, 
it is, for the time being, hard to imagine an alternative economic growth path for 
city-regions in advanced capitalist countries that would replace the recent and 
current focus on creativity, knowledge and innovation.

Small wonder, then, that virtually every city and region in West and Central 
Europe has meanwhile developed policies and strategies to attract, retain and 
encourage creative industries, knowledge-intensive services and/or R&D. Often 
such policies and strategies are an integral part of urban or regional (re)development 
strategies, or linked to policies in affiliated domains like urban and regional 
planning, social policy or cultural policy. Most of these cities and regions tend 
to see a creative knowledge economy as ‘the best bet for the future’and one 
of the main goals of such policies and strategies is increasing the international 
competitiveness of their city or region. Here we encounter another ‘mantra’ for 
urban and regional development that has gained increasing popularity in recent 
years. It is no longer considered enough to win the national league of cities and 
regions, or to find a successful niche that is unique within a country; nowadays 
even cities of modest size are supposed to aim for a higher position in international 
city rankings. What this ‘competitiveness’ exactly means for urban and regional 
development is still unclear, but fact is that the word is expected to be mentioned 
frequently in virtually every urban and regional development strategy.

The research project

The project ‘The Inventive City’ that this book results from explored and analysed 
the strategies recently or currently adopted by cities in different European countries 
to strengthen their urban economic profile and to realise or maintain urban 
competitiveness in the long run. Special attention was paid to strategies directly 
aimed at the attraction of specific types of firms and investors, and strategies aimed 
at the attraction and perhaps also the retention of a specific work force. Our main 
interest was in strategies aiming at creative and knowledge-intensive industries 
and affiliated institutions (for example higher education institutes, networking 
organisations, intermediates between business, policy and/or education), as well 
as the people working in these industries as employees, managers, self-employed, 
freelancers or entrepreneurs.

Urban development policy in Europe in the 1980s and 1990s frequently 
concentrated on solving urban social problems like improving the chances on 
work and integration of less educated, poor, long-term unemployed and/or 
ethnic minority groups. To the extent that such policies also included attention 
for improvement of national and international competitiveness, the dominant 
belief was that investing in ‘classic’ location factors, such as improving transport 
infrastructure and communication networks were the most important measures. In 
recent years the debate has changed significantly. ‘Knowledge’, ‘innovation’ and 
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‘creativity’ have become the key concepts in the political and academic debate 
about urban economic development. This is expressed in a rapidly increasing 
number of cities profiling themselves as ‘knowledge city’, ‘creative city’, or a 
combination of both. However, probably only few cities will eventually be able to 
really specialise in this direction.

Several publications and projects have provided case studies or comparative 
studies of such urban development strategies and the competiveness of cities in 
recent years (e.g. Hutton 2008, Landry 2006, Montgomery 2007, Simmie et al. 
2002, Van Winden et al. 2007, Yigitcanlar et al. 2008) Generally speaking these 
studies focused strongly on economic development potentials of cities, more 
particularly on strengths and weaknesses and on the local government strategies 
in these cities as such. This project adds one other perspective, which is the extent 
to which historical pathways influence urban and regional competitiveness, in 
particular the heritage of economic sectors which were dominant in the past, the 
influence of political systems, and critical incidents or events (Kovács et al. 2007, 
cf. Martin and Simmie 2008). The connection between past and present deserves 
further elaboration, to which this study aims to contribute. In combination, and 
relating these perspectives to each other, this results in the following four questions 
that will be leading throughout the book:

What are strengths and weaknesses of Western European cities and urban 
regions as locations for creative and knowledge-intensive industries?
What are the economic development strategies of Western European 
cities and urban regions and what is the role of creativity, innovation and 
knowledge in them?
How do the economic development strategies relate to the strengths and 
weaknesses of Western European cities and urban regions as locations for 
creative and knowledge-intensive industries?
How does the historic development path of a city-regions influence these 
strengths and weaknesses and what are the implications for these economic 
development strategies?

The city-regional case studies involved comprise Amsterdam, Munich, Helsinki, 
Barcelona, Manchester, Birmingham, and Leipzig. In each of these city-regions, 
an inventory of policies related to improving urban and regional competitiveness 
was made and semi-structured interviews were held with representatives of 
organisations involved in these policies. On the one hand, these were representatives 
of municipal and regional government bodies. On the other hand, representatives 
of non-governmental stakeholders targeted by or involved in implementing the 
policies were interviewed, such as local entrepreneurs, inhabitant groups, housing 
corporations and cultural organisations. Moreover, a comparative data set on the 
cities’ economic structure, population composition, housing market and quality of 
life was gathered, to assess to what extent the recent development of the case study 

1.

2.

3.

4.
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cities matched the theoretical insights on ‘competitive cities’ and the current local 
and regional policy ambitions.

The research project this volume is mainly based upon was part of a programme 
on 'Innovative Use of Space' (‘Vernieuwend Ruimtegebruik’), subsidised by the 
Dutch government meant to stimulate research contributing to a strengthening of 
the Dutch national knowledge infrastructure. The project was a collaboration of the 
Urban Geography programme of the University of Amsterdam, and the Research 
and Statistics Department of the municipality of Amsterdam. In the final stage 
a connection with the EU funded ACRE research programme (‘Accommodating 
Creative Knowledge’) was also established.

Reading guide

In Chapter 2, we will critically reflect on the academic debate on city-regional 
competitiveness and the role that creativity, knowledge and innovation are 
supposed to play in this. We will discuss literature addressing recent changes in the 
city-regional economies in advanced capitalist societies; the increasing importance 
of creativity, knowledge and innovation in these economies; key concepts in the 
recent debate on this issue like creative and knowledge-intensive industries and the 
creative class; and the importance of historic development paths of city-regions as 
part of the explanation of their recent economic performance. Chapter 3 presents 
the research setup and methodology in more detail. We will explain the selection 
of city-regional case studies and highlight their main similarities and differences. 
We will also reflect on the method mix we chose to analyse the case studies from 
an international comparative perspective, and the strengths and limitations of our 
approach.

Chapter 4 presents a brief statistical comparison of the seven case-studies on 
key indicators expressing their recent socio-economic development and level 
of international competitiveness. Next to figures on dynamics and structure of 
population and economy, we will also discuss the position of these city-regions 
(or their core cities) in some of the most influential rankings of European cities 
and regions. 

Chapters 5–11 form the largest part of the book. These chapters discuss the 
seven city-regional case studies: Amsterdam, Barcelona, Helsinki, Birmingham, 
Manchester, Leipzig, and Munich. Each of the case study chapters is organised 
similarly to facilitate comparison. Each case study chapter starts with an 
introduction to the city-region’s socio-economic situation in the early 21st century. 
This is followed by an account of the city-regional historic development path. The 
following sections address our impression of the city-region based on the expert 
interviews, recent relevant policy documents and other policy-relevant publications. 
Topics in those sections include: recent development trends; what makes the city-
region stand out in international competition; recent relevant economic, spatial, 
social and cultural policies and strategies; the regional component of these policies 
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and strategies; and the role of creativity, knowledge and innovation in these 
policies and strategies. Each case study chapter ends with an assessment of the 
city-region’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.

In the final chapter, Chapter 12, we put the findings from the seven city-regions 
in a comparative perspective and address the central research questions mentioned 
above. This also leads to policy recommendations, although generalisations from 
seven case studies in five countries are obviously limited, and recommendations 
for possible further research.



Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework

2.1 Introduction

Economic innovation concerns the development of new ideas and new methods that 
perhaps ultimately result in the creation of new products. Innovation tends to be 
associated with the presence of knowledge and creativity. Environments in which 
there is a lot of knowledge and that are also known as creative places may offer 
the proper conditions for innovation and thus for the development of new products 
and subsequently for new prosperity. However, a sparkling innovative idea may in 
fact arise everywhere; when people get inspired by something and that ‘something’ 
may easily go beyond our imagination. In that sense it is difficult to think about the 
existence of specific places where innovations would be developing in particular. 
Having said that, it may be crucial to know what places are essential to further 
nurture the innovation as soon as it has been established in a rudimentary form. 
There appears to be at least some evidence that suggests that the type of place – at 
various scales – plays a role in that nurturing process. Then the question becomes: 
what types of places are fit for the development of specific types of new economic 
activity? In theory, a wide variety of answers can be given and for the moment it 
seems wise not to adopt one single view on what might be particularly important 
to the development of new economic activity. Yet, there is a body of literature from 
which some answers to the question ‘what type of places’ can be derived. Most 
of that literature started with a focus on certain economic sectors, and currently 
that is mainly on the knowledge intensive and creative industries. The presence 
and growth of these industries is generally seen as a strong indicator of new and 
promising urban economic perspectives. For us, and in this book, it is particularly 
interesting to see what the (place) specific conditions for the development of the 
two just-mentioned economic sectors are. However, there is another reason for a 
focus on these sectors as well. Creative and knowledge intensive industries tend to 
be especially connected to urban environments and as such these sectors are held 
highly relevant to the futures of cities and their regions.

So, attention is directed to the development of knowledge intensive and creative 
industries in (parts of) urban regions. If we would be able to provide sufficient 
evidence for what the relevant conditions are, we also would be able to provide 
good advice on the policies that could be applied to enhance the urban region’s 
positions in these sectors. This, however, is not an easy task due to the fact that likely 
the development of employment and activity in these sectors is not only dependent 
on a range of dimensions that currently can be found in daily practices, but also 
on developments and structures from the past. Actual structures and processes in 
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the economy are often embedded in structures and processes that are history now. 
If these conditions were good for knowledge intensive and creative industries, 
these would already have developed long ago, but because of that they also likely 
created good conditions for current development of activities in these spheres. 
This refers to the path dependence of regional economic development. However, 
not just the structures and processes, also the past and current policies may have 
an impact upon current levels of economic development. Urban development may 
reflect changes in society, but it will also have repercussions for societal change. 
Obviously, such circular processes result in complicated contexts for explanation.

As has been set out in the introductory chapter of this book, in this study we 
aim to contribute to the understanding of the interrelations between various (urban) 
conditions and economic development, through statistical analyses of changes in 
the urban economy and interviews with a range of stakeholders. This is to learn 
more about past and current structures and processes and policies that already 
may have (had) their impact on urban economic transformations. However, before 
we will go into that investigation, we will first briefly address these issues on 
the basis of theories that have been developed to understand the rise (or lack 
of it) of knowledge intensive and creative industries in urban environments. In 
this chapter we will pay attention to path dependence and related deep-structural 
conditions for the development of knowledge intensive and creative industries. 
Here we include literature that stresses the importance of networks between 
individuals and firms and the importance of individual trajectories people have 
gone through. This will be followed by a section in which attention will be given 
to contemporary theories, starting with ‘classic’ theory on agglomerations of scale 
and theory in which clustering of activity and institutions is central. These relate to 
organisational and the wider infrastructure conditions for economic development, 
such as road, rail, water and air transport infrastructures as well as infrastructure 
for telecommunications, the tax climate, availability of space, labour and capital, 
etc. Apart from these conditions, we will also ask attention for so-called ‘soft’ 
conditions or amenities in cities and their environments. These amenities, in 
particular, would have paved the way for many ‘creative’ people (the ‘creative 
class’) and indirectly would have contributed to the development of knowledge 
intensive and creative industries (‘creative cities’). Whether that is really the case 
remains to be seen, though.

2.2 Path dependence and deep structural conditions

‘Path dependence’ is a term that is frequently used in the social sciences, but how is 
the term defined? Pierson (2000) proposes the idea of increasing returns, meaning 
that ‘… the probability of further steps along the same path increases with each move 
down that path’ (2000: 252). Mahoney argues that ‘Path dependence characterizes 
specifically those historical sequences in which contingent events set into motion 
institutional patterns or event chains that have deterministic properties.’ (2000: 



Theoretical Framework �

507). Path dependence is about the time-dependent development of networks of 
relationships between actors and about historically grown ‘embeddedness’ that 
have their reflection in urban development. Activities would develop on the basis 
of strong social relations (also Granovetter 1985). This is about the links between 
and among individual stakeholders and between and among organisations and 
other collective bodies. Grabher (2002, 2004) also stressed the role of relations 
and dependencies between persons, as well as between projects. A collection of 
professionals could thus be responsible for the development of a specific cluster, 
for example a cluster of higher education. In recent literature, the importance 
of individual trajectories people have gone through has been stressed as well 
(Martin-Brelot et al. 2011). Managers and high-skilled employees of firms tend to 
give significant weight to their personal histories when they have to decide about 
where to settle down. Place of birth, places where family and friends are living, 
where they studied, and – in general – where they have strong personal ties with, 
appeared to be extremely important conditions.

In recent years, the path dependence concept has also been applied in 
evolutionary economic geography in studies of trajectories and reproduction of 
economic activity and patterns of relations between firms and institutions in specific 
geographic settings (Scott 2004, Storper 2004, Boschma and Kloosterman 2005, 
Martin and Sunley 2006, Boschma and Martin 2007). These authors refer to the 
significance of (unintended or intended) specific events, ‘institutional thickness’ 
and ‘windows of opportunity’, as causes for urban economic development. 
However, they also argue that the presence of charismatic persons with some 
power may be relevant to the creation of development paths and the reproduction 
of economic clusters.

The concept of path dependence clearly refers to more than just the notion that 
‘history matters’. Mahoney (2000: 510–511) argues that path-dependent analyses 
have three defining features: the study of the causal processes that are a result of 
historic events which take place in an early stage (1), these early historic events 
cannot be explained on basis of prior conditions; they are contingent (2), and after 
these events have taken place, path-dependent sequences are marked by relatively 
deterministic causal patterns (3). The core purpose of this book is not to map 
out all the relevant events and sequences, as an urban historian would do, but to 
analyse the causal effect of historic pathways and crucial events on the current 
economic outlook and development strategy of cities.  Historical development 
paths of cities and their urban regions seem to be crucial to the development 
of specific urban economic and institutional structures, and further to future 
development prospects (Musterd and Murie 2010). This can be shown in older 
cities, but also in newer urban developments. Whereas in more recently developed 
cities it is not difficult to find relatively new economic activities that have limited 
roots in whatever location, such as ICT firms or activities in new media, it will 
be much more difficult there to find deeply rooted activity, such as law firms, or 
larger firms in publishing, or the arts sector, for example; the latter can be found 
in specific urban milieus, known for their relatively solid and ‘rooted’ profile and 
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status (Musterd and Deurloo 2006). This also illustrates that at the urban regional 
level participating municipalities would do wise to see what their own specific 
strengths are and to focus on these strengths when efforts are made to attract new 
economic activity. A full-fledged urban or regional economic profile, including the 
web of institutions that enable or deter activity, clearly does not emerge overnight 
and most creative knowledge cities or regions therefore cannot be developed 
from scratch. Urban regions that are currently known as major centres of creative 
and knowledge intensive industries are likely to have already had that profile for 
decades, if not centuries.

We believe that this is also true in this era, where globalisation processes are 
said to have an impact on all places and some want us to believe that place lost its 
value (e.g. O’Brien 1992). However, the susceptibility to globalisation processes 
will differ between places. Cities that have had strong positions in global networks 
in the past will likely have more chances to become better attached to actual 
global networks compared to cities that do not have that history. Some argue that 
globalisation is hollowing out national state power, and is creating convergence 
between cities jointly with a growing power of intergovernmental organisations, 
such as the World Bank, OECD, IMF and WTO (Mishra 1999, see also Swyngedouw 
2004). However, we argue that cities and regions across the world are showing 
a wide variety of specific assets and identities that can be attributed to natural 
resources or physical landscapes, but also can be based on historically grown 
social, economic, political and cultural resources and ‘landscapes’. These assets 
and local identities result in difference in terms of comparative advantages. As a 
result the effects of globalisation and related economic restructuring will differ 
significantly between parts of the world and within these parts between regions 
and cities. In Europe they will be quite different from those in North America or 
South-East Asia, partly because of big differences in terms of the intervention 
strategies of state regimes. Further to this and within continental Europe, we 
should at least distinguish between the histories and experiences of cities in 
Western Europe on the one hand and those in Central and Eastern Europe on the 
other. Over the past decades, the latter areas experienced tremendous transitions 
from socialism to market capitalism and democracy and this has had major impact 
on the economies and social policies, not just in former socialist countries, but also 
on other parts of East and West. The ‘collapse of the wall’ allowed for a restoration 
of the historically strong links between Western, Central and Eastern Europe and 
reconnected important centres to the main European sphere of influence, such as 
the capital cities of Warsaw, Prague and Budapest. Nevertheless, these cities will 
notice that their 20th century history, as well as their histories before, will have a 
long lasting impact on their further development prospects.

In this book the path dependence concept is, as said, especially linked to 
historic and deeply rooted development paths of cities and regions. This implies 
we automatically enter debates about historically built up economic, political and 
other structures, which have major impacts on their development and restructuring 
perspectives. Especially for cities and regions that until recently specialised in 
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manufacturing, restructuring means they have to ‘re-invent’ themselves to a 
considerable extent. Analyses of the experiences with recent strategies for urban 
and regional redevelopment (Savitch and Kantor 2003, Bontje 2004, Robson 2004, 
Glaeser 2005) actually reveal that some former manufacturing centres have done 
remarkably well in this redevelopment process; others, however, are struggling. 
Cities and regions with a long tradition in trade, finance and/or creativity, or which 
can show a ‘multi-layered’ profile, will most often have better points of departure 
for creative knowledge city strategies, than cities that are characterised by a 
monofunctional, ‘single-layered’ profile (Bontje and Musterd 2008). This does 
not necessarily mean that they will eventually be the winners of the competition 
for creative and knowledge-intensive companies, because some extra pushes may 
be required, but in terms of helpful conditions cities like Amsterdam or Munich, 
which have grown on the basis of multiple layers of urban development and 
economic structures, clearly have a comparative advantage over some of the other 
cities and urban regions that have to build upon only a few or even single layers of 
development (Musterd and Ostendorf 2004, Bontje and Crok 2006).

To avoid becoming too vague when applying the concept of path dependence, 
it is relevant to distinguish between certain domains to pay attention to, all of them 
with their historic development paths:

The economic structure
The socio-demographic composition
The institutional context; the role of (non) governmental organizations; 
the mode of governance; norms and values (is there an innovative and/or 
entrepreneurial spirit?)
The urban structure, housing market, cultural heritage, and public space.

Cities differ from each other with regard to the pathways they followed in these 
spheres and this will probably make a big difference for their future prospects. 
European cities that experienced development from ancient times and have been 
able to preserve at least part of it, or cities known as historical cultural centres, 
or major university centres, etc., will likely have a better starting position for 
attracting economic activities compared to cities that do not have these assets 
(see Kunzmann and Wegener 1991, Lees and Hohenberg 1995). On the other 
hand, cities that grew during the first wave of the industrial revolution and got 
‘blessed’ with a serious heavy industry profile, now often experience that the 
economic and socio-demographic structures that evolved negatively impact upon 
the current productivity and competitiveness. A third deep-structural factor we 
would like to mention as likely producing long-lasting impact is whether cities 
have been important political or economic decision making centres over a long 
period of time. Political capitals, for example, not only automatically have a more 
diversified economic structure, they also have the resources nearby to realise 
important investments in infrastructure and the built environment, which will be 
beneficial to the city’s economic development (Musterd and Gritsai 2009).

•
•
•

•



Inventive City-Regions12

2.3 ‘Classic’ theory

On the foundations of the deep-structural conditions we also may distinguish 
more contemporary factors that affect urban economic development. In traditional 
theory much attention is given to agglomeration advantages, economies of scale 
and economic clusters. Phelps and Ozawa (2003) have highlighted some of the 
main shifts in agglomeration factors from the late industrial to the post-industrial 
era. They point at the changing geographic scale (from town-with-suburbs to the 
global city-region), the changing intraregional structure (increasingly polycentric 
with partly complementary sub-units), the rise of new economic specialisations 
(shift from manufacturing to services), and they mention the changes regarding 
the division of labour (increasingly complex within and between firms, within 
and between sectors and within and between cities and regions). As to the cluster 
concept, Porter (1998: 78) argues: ‘Clusters are geographic concentrations of 
interconnected companies and institutions in a particular field. Clusters encompass 
an array of linked industries and other entities important to competition.’ Among 
these ‘other entities’, Porter mentions suppliers of specialized inputs and 
infrastructure, customers, manufacturers of complementary products, companies 
related in skills, technology or common input, governmental and knowledge 
institutions, and trade associations.

Neffke (2009) recently added significantly to the literature in this field, showing 
that economically diverse clusters, with a variety of firms from different economic 
sectors, are most beneficial to young firms, while more specialised clusters with 
firms from similar sectors were more important to mature firms; only these mature 
firms were able to benefit from spill-overs from firms in the same industry.

Apart from (changing) agglomeration externalities and cluster formation, there 
are also other spatial conditions that are relevant to the attraction and retention 
of specific types of firms and investors. These include infrastructure and (tele) 
communication developments, but also the availability of labour and capital, 
tax regimes, regulations and legislations (Sassen 1991, Sassen 2002, Derudder 
et al. 2003, Taylor 2004). Glaeser and Saiz (2003) highlight the importance of 
the educational infrastructure as a key factor for the availability of highly skilled 
labour and the attraction of firms to these places. They argue that ‘For more than a 
century, educated cities have grown more quickly than comparable cities with less 
human capital.’ (Glaeser and Saiz 2003: 2). These educational facilities may also 
create some local attachment to the place. The personal networks that usually will 
develop during education may turn out to be of crucial importance to establish a 
firm connection between the individual and the urban context at stake.

Although an increasing number of cities have been able to arrange ‘classic’ 
conditions to high standards, differences are remaining, if only because the demand 
and supply of these conditions are mutually related to each other.It should also 
be noted that, although communications and connections improved substantially 
almost everywhere, and thus lost importance as distinguishing location factors, 
economic activity remains highly clustered, not just in particular (urban) regions, 
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but also specifically within these regions at certain places. Obviously, other factors 
co-determine clustering processes, such as a constant need for ‘face-to-face’ 
exchange of information and formal codified as well as tacit knowledge (Lambooy 
2002). A range of authors suggested that those local environments that manage to 
connect the local ‘buzz’ to the global ‘pipelines’ might be most innovative and 
economically successful in the long run (Bathelt et al. 2004, Storper and Venables 
2004, Simmie et al. 2002, Simmie 2005).

2.4 ‘Amenities’ and ‘soft’ conditions

There also is older as well as more recent literature in which attention is asked for 
so-called ‘amenities’ or ‘soft’ conditions. Amenities (the older literature, Jacobs 
1961, Cox 1972, also Clark et al. 2002) are about providing a range of facilities, 
such as attractive residential milieus, shopping centres, cultural functions, 
restaurants, sports facilities, recreation areas, etc., that may help to attract potential 
employees who belong to certain household types, age groups, educational levels 
and specific origins to designated areas. Soft conditions include amenities but 
also more abstract and subjective conditions, such as ‘tolerance’ (Florida 2002), 
the ‘look and feel’ or ‘the urban atmosphere’ (Helbrecht 2004) and more people-
related characteristics, such as the level of diversity of the city. These conditions 
became related to strategies in which not specifically the attraction of firms is the 
objective, but the attraction of people, future employees and managers. Florida 
(2002) talks about attracting the ‘creative class’, which he subdivided in a ‘super 
creative core’, which consists of: ‘scientists and engineers, university professors, 
poets, actors, novelists, entertainers, artists, architects and designers, cultural 
worthies, think-tank researchers, analysts and opinion formers, whose economic 
function is to create new ideas, new technology, and/or new creative content’ 
(Florida 2002: 8); and a ‘class’ that includes a wider circle of talent working in 
knowledge-intensive industries. The latter industries include high-technology 
sectors, the financial sector and juridical services. The employees in these sectors 
generally deal with complex problems and thus require high levels of skills and 
creativity.

Over the past decade Florida dominated the economic geography debate by 
claiming that we are entering the ‘creative age’, in which people with original ideas 
will play a central role. He stresses that it all is about attracting ‘talented people’ and 
as soon as they are there, economic activity will rapidly follow, because talent itself 
will realise these new activities. So, what local governments would have to do is to 
provide the conditions for attracting the ‘talent pool’. He suggests that these people 
prefer to live in cities with a diverse population and a tolerant atmosphere. However, 
his ideas have meanwhile met with increasing theoretical and empirical criticism. 
As argued by several geographers and economists (Musterd and Ostendorf 2004, 
Hall 2004, Glaeser, 2004, Peck 2005, Hansen and Niedomysl 2009, Musterd and 
Murie 2010), he uses ill-defined concepts and research evidence is unconvincing. 
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Storper and Manville (2006: 1252) note that ‘amenity’ can mean many things 
‘…. one person’s amenity is often the next person’s inconvenience.’ And: ‘…the 
notion that skills have driven growth, and that skilled workers locate according 
to some set of exogenously determined preferences and therefore determine the 
geography of growth, is less convincing than a theory that the preferences of firms 
– i.e. agglomeration economies – give rise to growth’ (Storper and Manville 2006: 
1254). In a large-scale European research project the combined researchers found 
that soft conditions hardly played any role in attracting high-skilled creative and 
knowledge sector employees and managers to a particular city. At best they may 
be retained to the city with some amenities (Musterd and Murie 2010).

2.5 In conclusion

In this chapter we highlighted some theoretical ideas about the essential conditions 
for economic development, in particular in the spheres of knowledge intensive 
and creative industries. At this stage we believe it is not a matter of ‘either-or’, but 
of ‘and-and’ when we try to explain variations in the development of knowledge 
intensive and creative industries. The literature suggests that current conditions are 
frequently built upon past developments and past personal connections to certain 
places. Some references are very convincing in their argument that structures that 
were developed even centuries ago still have their impact on today’s opportunities. 
However, this probably is not the whole story. Decisions taken to create a varied and 
adequate infrastructure, in which connections and communications are optimised 
and where the required space, labour and financial requirements are available, still 
seem to be crucial for economic development as well, perhaps especially for the 
development of firms that are maturing and aim to continue their growth. Larger 
firms require more space, more labour, more financial investments and will generate 
more interaction and thus pay more attention to accessibility and communications. 
These factors seem to be especially relevant for the attraction of new firms and 
for facilitating growth of existing firms. Amenities and related factors that create 
a good ‘climate to be’ for people, instead of firms, seem to be part of contrasting, 
albeit in the meantime heavily criticised theory. Places in which it is a pleasure to 
live in, to work in or where people like to enjoy their leisure time would be better 
fit for attracting talented people and subsequently economic development would 
follow. A growing body of literature, however, feeds a counter-theory, which 
says that such soft conditions are not relevant for the attraction, but perhaps to 
the retention of those who might become active in the urban economy. For the 
time being it seems wise not to exclude more established theoretical perspectives 
if one intends to develop an economic development strategy for the ‘creative 
knowledge region’. This implies that policies should be aimed at a wide variety 
of investments, some of them directly focusing on economic functions, through 
the tax system, cluster policies and developing economic institutions that may 
help attracting firms; others may be directed to infrastructure developments; again 
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others must be targeted to physical planning, urban policies that pay attention to 
public space and the general urban atmosphere, and housing policies aimed at the 
urban and regional housing market, but also policies in domains such as culture 
and leisure.


