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ABSTRACT

Much research on regional business clusters is based on the premise that the perceptions of actors in the cluster coalesce around a shared identity, supported by and supporting social interaction. However, there has been little research to demonstrate the importance and nature of social interaction underlying cluster identity. I provide interview data from two clusters in Southwest Germany to show how shared identity can exist also in the absence of social interaction. To explain this phenomenon, I outline the basic elements of a micro-level evolutionary theory. This theory focuses on ideas as the basic unit of selection in collective identity construction and analyzes human actors as social agents who are limited in their autonomy and competence. Cluster identity construction may be seen as a competitive process for human attention, in which some ideas are recognized and others are ignored, in light of people’s preferences and cognitive capabilities. Empirical observations suggest that the transmission of ideas from mind to mind as an inherently biased process involving biases that are based on content, model, and frequency. 
INTRODUCTION

Although notions of identity and identification have become central concepts in research on regional business clusters, they have not attracted much empirical attention as an issue worth studying in their own right. This is surprising because it is difficult to find a study of clusters that does not in some way refer to or build on related concepts such as shared mindset, social capital, social milieu, or industrial atmosphere. A core premise in this literature is that collective identity functions as a sort of “glue” for collective action and innovation, by reducing uncertainty, lowering transaction costs, and supporting collective learning (Lawson and Lorenz, 1999). Shared identity is seen as providing a blueprint that enhances reliability and accountability and that, if upset, has destabilizing consequences for the actors (Hannan et al., 2006).

Questions of the origins of cluster identity have been approached from three perspectives. One of these provides macro-level explanations of collective identity, emphasizing institutional forces, historical tradition, macro culture, and social embeddedness (Tallman et al., 2004). Researchers working from this perspective often take geographic proximity as an indicator of the existence of shared identity, assuming that spatial closeness provides the social and cultural structures necessary for identity construction. While this macro-level approach has served well to highlight the potential importance of collective identity for cluster competitiveness, it is also limited in ways that characterize many studies conducted at aggregate levels. Aggregate analysis may lead investigators to ignore unobserved lower-level heterogeneity, leaving findings too open for alternative explanations. What is needed is a better understanding of the underlying micro-level causal drivers of aggregate level outcomes, such as cluster identity.

Another perspective focuses on the perceived interdependencies of actors. Similar to much research on social networks, it operates on the premise that individuals and organizations with a shared identity will interact with each other and external audiences in similar ways (Sammarra and Biggiero, 2001). They suggest, for example, that the frequency of interactions has a direct impact on the strength of shared identity, with implications for innovation, growth, and the like (Romanelli and Khessina, 2005). Although human agency plays a central role in this literature, it is often “measured” at the collective level rather than the level of action or cognition. The mechanisms by which human actors actually construct a collective identity are normally not the subject of systematic research, and the processes that link the constituent elements of identity are generally left unexplored. As a result, researchers make inferences about processes connecting antecedents and consequences without actually observing them. What is needed is a theory that takes human agency seriously and incorporates the cognitive capabilities and limitations of social agents.

A third perspective reflects the tendency in the cluster literature to follow a functionalist and normative logic. Identity construction is seen as fulfilling a number of functions, such as improving network governance, reducing uncertainty, and stimulating entrepreneurship. The problem with functionalist reasoning is that it makes it difficult to account for the formation of “harmful” identities or identities that offer no particular advantage. There are many cases of clusters (and other organizational systems) where dysfunctional identities do not readily dissolve, even in the presence of (information about) more useful alternative identities. What is needed is a theory that does not read the origins of identities off the functions they currently perform. This theory should provide a framework for a tractable approach to the issue of unintended and dysfunctional consequences, in addition to accounting for intended and functional outcomes of identity formation.

This paper attempts to fill some of the gaps left by the above three perspectives, by outlining the basic elements of a micro-level evolutionary theory. This theory focuses on ideas and beliefs as the basic unit of selection, treats human agents as constrained social agents, and applies the general Darwinian principles of variation, selection, and retention to the construction of collective identity (Campbell, 1969). By examining ideas and the transmission of ideas, it offers new insights into the problem of human agency in a cluster context, without using functionalist language and without making any assumptions about human nature. By analyzing human agency in a social context, it accommodates the structure-agency problem in identity construction. And by addressing mechanisms of change, it opens up the black box of how shared identity evolves.
Human agents are social in the sense that they pay attention to the cues they receive from the environment in which they act. But they are not fully competent because of biases in the process of recognizing, interpreting, and transmitting ideas. Transmission biases are often downplayed in theoretical approaches used to study identity construction, such as social identity theory, focusing on coherent and functional social categorization, and institutional theory, focusing on imitation producing homogeneity among beliefs. But there is growing evidence that imitation can also create novelty, and that imitation may or may not have adaptive consequences (Haunschild and Miner, 1997).
The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, I discuss business clusters as a rich research site to explore questions of identity construction. I then outline the basic principles of a theory of micro-evolutionary social agency, focusing on biases in the transmission process. Biases based on content, models, and frequency are then illustrated with empirical observations in two clusters in Southwest Germany that, although different in economic and institutional context, reveal a very similar shared identity based mostly on distrust and rivalry. I conclude with some thoughts concerning the advantages of an evolutionary approach to the study of cluster identity and I suggest several research questions raised by the analysis.
THE ELUSIVENESS OF SHARED IDENTITY IN CLUSTERS

A large and growing literature on clusters considers shared identity an important ingredient in the competitiveness of clusters and cluster firms, emphasizing interorganizational integration and homogeneity. This is reflected in the tendency to interpret the competitive advantage of clusters with respect to the benefits obtained from a coherent and stable collective order, sustained by interfirm behavior that is oriented to building interpersonal trust, sharing tacit knowledge, and institutionalizing exchange along a common standard (for a summary of the arguments, see Staber, 2007). The theoretical underpinnings of the predominant concern for integration relate to changes in the system of production towards post-Fordist structures. These structures reflect the vertical disintegration of economic activities in many industries, which means that collaboration between specialized producers has become essential for responding to rapidly changing market environments (DiMaggio, 2001). In line with these changes in production systems, the region has become the locus where most innovative activity is assumed to take place (Storper, 1997). For many researchers, region implies not only spatial closeness but also organizational and social proximity. Accordingly, the key terms used in this literature include concepts indicating social closeness and stability in form of isomorphism, connectivity, and social capital. Collective identity is often used as a catch-all term for these concepts.

This rather one-sided view of clusters is problematic, both for theoretical and empirical reasons. The theoretical framework commonly used by researchers is biased in favor of viewing clusters as producing mostly positive and intended outcomes, such as easy knowledge transfer and minimal transaction costs. There is also little empirical evidence supporting the central propositions concerning collective identity, as measured, for example, by the extent of interfirm collaboration (Martin and Sunley, 2003; Malmberg and Power, 2005). Although it may generally be true that geographic proximity facilitates observability (Malmberg and Maskell, 2002), studies of perceived rivalry suggest that firms do not necessarily use geographic distance as a (main) criterion for categorizing the firms with which they identify (Boari et al., 2003). Nor is there strong evidence to suggest that the process of identification depends critically on close and frequent social interaction. Collective identity may also result from shared individual experiences or from references to history and common standards, and this may involve no social interaction. Cluster integration does not require shared identity, and shared identity does not necessarily lead to coordinated action. Once the theoretical focus on integration is lifted, a much wider range of analytical possibilities is opened up, permitting a range of mechanisms of identity construction, as well as both functional and dysfunctional outcomes of shared identity.

There is no strong reason to expect that (successful) clusters are characterized by a coherent collective identity. Clusters are not cultural and social monoliths, as if the ideas, beliefs, assumptions, and conventions were perfectly shared by all members of a cluster. Clusters are best described as a set of populations of firms that partly compete and partly cooperate, operate in domains with different resources requirements, and are subject to different institutional logics. Given this variability, one would expect exchange relations to be uneven and interaction to be often unstructured and unplanned. At the individual level, one would expect that every individual works from a slightly different set of knowledge and that some of that knowledge is tacit and not easily shared within a firm (Kogut and Zander, 1996). Individuals vary not only in the knowledge they possess, but also in the capacity to process their knowledge, including passing it on to others who themselves differ in the capacity to receive it. The problem of knowledge sharing is exacerbated at the level of interfirm networks, where individuals occupy different positions in organizational hierarchies and are accountable to different stakeholders. At the cluster level, different knowledge bases and imperfections in knowledge sharing likely produce persistent heterogeneity between the firms (Giuliani, 2007). Thus, one would expect human agents to possess multiple identities, and different identities to prevail in different settings.

Cluster identity represents a mix of beliefs that the actors hold concerning each other’s strategies and behaviors, as well as assumptions about the circumstances under which a particular mix of these ideas will produce different results. The distribution of ideas that emerges in the process of identity construction is not independent of the preferences and cognitive capabilities of the individuals involved, but neither is it completely determined by them. Ideas diffuse as they are reproduced, often imperfectly, in the minds of people making sense of images, actions, and events around them. The outcome is not necessarily a distribution of ideas that benefits the individuals involved or enhances the performance of the cluster. Ideas may survive in the competition for human attention simply because they are good at replicating themselves, and not because they confer a fitness advantage to their bearers. The micro-evolutionary theory of social agency proposed here draws attention to the interaction between features of human agency and the social environment on which agency acts and to which it responds (Elsbach et al., 2003).
A MICRO-EVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVE ON SOCIAL AGENCY

The question of interest concerns the processes and mechanisms by which ideas in a cluster actually arise and become socially shared, to the point where one can speak of a distinctive identity strong enough to be recognized by insiders and outsiders. The answer to this question requires an understanding of ideas as the unit of selection, ecology as the context for ideas, and evolution as the process by which the distribution of ideas changes over time. To say that something like an identity or a sense of belonging has evolved requires an understanding of the processes by which changes have occurred. Basic to this understanding is a focus on the relative frequencies with which ideas change over time, as well as a concern for the question why some ideas are more successfully transmitted than others. The data reported below address the latter question, with specific reference to social biases involved in the transmission process.

Ideas as the Unit of Analysis

There has been considerable debate in sociology and economics about whether knowledge resides in the individual or the collective. Some scholars focus on collective structures (e.g., organizations and networks) as the source of knowledge, suggesting that knowledge is an emergent, social phenomenon that is not reducible to individuals (Brown and Duguid, 2001). Others give primacy to the individual, arguing that “individual talents count for a good deal more than the firm as an organization” (Arrow, 1962: 624) or that “all organizational learning takes place inside human heads” (Simon, 1991: 125). This debate is by no means trivial because it addresses issues central to an understanding of cluster identity. For example, researchers who see identity as being embedded in organizations and networks independent of individual-level processes will likely look for those collective features that appear central, distinctive, and enduring. Those who see identity as resulting from individual action and interpretation will prefer to focus on individuals’ capacity to recognize and re-combine bits of information, expecting to find imperfections of sorts. Drawing on both perspectives, one might ask about the mechanisms by which human agency is implicated in social processes and structures, to explain how agency interacts with the environment in the construction of identity.
There can be no doubt that individuals are of central importance in identity construction. Individuals are the ultimate carriers of perception (Weick, 1979) and imagination (Barrett, 1998). The question concerns the ideas that individuals work with and the ways in which they recognize and process the information contained in these ideas to obtain a sense of shared identity. I use the term “idea” as an umbrella term for information stored in people’s mind. Others, also arguing from an evolutionary perspective, have used terms like “cultural variant” (Richerson and Boyd, 2005), “meme” (Dawkins, 1976), “comps” (McKelvey, 1982), “mode of thought” (Weeks and Galunic, 2003), and “recipe” (Campbell, 1975) to denote bits of information available for selection in organizational and social systems. Ideas are both general and specific. The benefit of using a term like idea is that its generality permits an analysis of all the essential micro-level elements of organizational systems on which evolutionary selection operates, without foreclosing a discussion about the idiosyncracies of selection in specific local settings. And the term’s relative specificity permits a distinction between bits of information and their externalization.

The distinction between what is in people’s mind and the ways they enact ideas through communication, practice, or observation is similar to the difference between “basic underlying assumptions” and “artifacts” in studies of organizational culture (Schein, 1992), the difference between “internal representation” and their external “vehicles” in studies of organizational evolution (Aldrich and Ruef, 2006), or the difference between habits and routines as “replicators” and firms as “interactors” in studies of organizational capabilities (Hodgson and Knudson, 2004). The evolutionary argument is that selection pressures work on replicators, rather than interactors (Dawkins, 1976), selecting such things as “schemes of interpretation”, rather than “individuals or behaviors” (Weick, 1979: 131). Social relationships in business clusters may be embedded in routines and habits, but they require an interpreting mind to acquire meaning and to be enacted. Hence, human agency is critical in the ecology of ideas.

Ecology as Context

Ideas define the symbolic environments in which identity is constructed. Clusters are often described as places with a distinctive aura (Scott, 1996) that reflects an entire ensemble of related ideas, such as ideas related to art restauration in Florence (Lazzeretti, 2003) or fashion design in Manhattan (Rantisi, 2002). In most cases, it is not isolated ideas, but ideas in combination with others that define cluster identity. For example, we recognize Italian design not because we see an Italian-made sports car. We recognize this car in the context of other, related images of Italian culture that include Italian fashion, opera, art, elegance, excitement, and expressiveness, all of which only makes sense when viewed in light of the unique history of this country.

A good understanding of idea complexes requires population thinking (Mayr, 2001). Population thinking calls attention to the fact that every system of units is composed of local populations which are themselves composed of uniquely different units. A cluster of cultural-products industries, for example, is polymorphic and consists of many related populations of ideas. These populations do not correspond neatly with the boundaries of industries narrowly defined as architecture, museums, music, and the like (Caves, 2000). Population boundaries are open and fuzzy, reflecting phenotypic discontinuities and providing opportunities for cross-fertilization, all of which are sources of new variation (Rantisi, 2002; Staber, 2007). Boundaries are also dynamic, constituting socially constructed distinctions (Montgomery and Oliver, 2007) and demarcating sets of possibilities (Pentland and Feldman, 2005).
The environment of ideas may be thought of in ecological terms, in the sense that it provides a “habitat” within which ideas, as units of selection, compete for human attention (Berger and Heath, 2005). Because an idea by itself has little meaning, one cannot study it in isolation but only in the context of other ideas surrounding it. From an ecological perspective, it is the relative frequency of ideas in the “gene pool” that matters, not the fitness of particular ideas. And if we want to understand how the collective mindset of a cluster evolves through the process of variation, selection, and retention of ideas, we need to be aware of the fact that ideas are interpreted by human agents only in light of other ideas with which they compete. 

Context clearly matters. In the case of creative workers like musicians, context makes a difference when, for example, an organ player uses her skills to perform at a wedding party versus a funeral service. And the words “I do” have a completely different meaning when they are pronounced in church rather than in driver’s education. The incorporation of a particular idea into a different context does not necessarily alter the essential character of the information attached to it, as when the Italian sports car is driven in rural Canada, but the observer does get a sense of misplacement. While ideas are discrete units of transmission, in combination and in a different context they obtain a different meaning. Routines related to cooperation and innovation can have different meanings in different clusters.

The likelihood of ideas getting transmitted depends on the degree to which the environment in which they compete for human attention is receptive to them. For example, one would expect ideas related to performing arts to attract more attention in a city like Berlin with a long tradition in that field than in a region like Napa Valley in California where culture is associated mostly with wine. Clusters often specialize the way firms do around a particular core competency as a basis for organizational identity that, if threatened, can have destabilizing consequences (Hannan et al., 2006). Ideas that are consistent with the core ideas defining a region will have a survival advantage. The reason for this is that an environment filled with semantic associations, symbolic meanings, and cultural representations that reflect the core set of ideas can trigger people to perceive a new idea as being consistent with that set than when such associations, meanings, and representations are absent. When more of an idea’s associations are present in the environment, people may perceive it; when fewer of them are present, they may fail to perceive it. Ideas may also differ in associative strength. For example, hearing of a musician as an expert in jazz might trigger thinking of that person as an improviser who thrives on uncertainty, whereas knowing that this person plays the harp might not.
Evolution of Ideas

The implication of taking an evolutionary perspective on cluster identity is that identity is seen not so much as an entity but as an activity, driven by competition for scarce resources, analogous to the ways in which biological organisms evolve as “vehicles” for replicators (Dawkins, 1976: 254). Ideas function as a type of replicator in social evolution, analogous to genes as the replicators in biological evolution. Analogy in this case does not mean that the detailed content of ideas and the mechanisms of transmission operating in the social sphere are the same as those working in the biological domain. The processes are analogous in the sense that they are driven by general Darwinian principles that apply to all evolving systems for which organic and social evolution are but specific instances (Campbell, 1969; Hodgson and Knudsen, 2004). Ideas in socio-cultural evolution are not directly analogous to biological genes in biology (Richerson and Boyd, 2005), but like genes they are subject to general Darwinian algorithmic processes. The task for evolutionary theory is to apply these general principles to the specific context in which they occur.

Variation may exist, for example, in the content of ideas or in the ease with which ideas can be recognized as being unique. An idea is selected when a host, consciously or without giving any thought to it, enacts it through words or actions. Which ideas are selected depends on fitness criteria and processes that can vary greatly across contexts and involve various biases. Finally, selected variations must be retained (remembered, documented, etc.) long enough to make an evolutionary difference. If ideas were not retained, change would be random and no evolution would occur. Retention, however imperfect, ensures that the mutation rates of ideas are not so high that any minor environmental disturbance can prevent adaptation to existing conditions.

The evolution of ideas is driven by a “struggle for survival”, in an environment that is filled with other ideas competing for attention, as in the case of social conventions competing for adoption (Oechssler, 1999). Just as competition between assumptions, beliefs, preferences, and so forth is a necessary element in the construction of organizational capabilities and routines (Pentland and Feldman, 2005), competition between ideas is the foundation for constructing identity. The population of successful ideas grows until the environment’s carrying capacity is reached and they run out of attention. At this point, only some of the ideas will survive, while others will be forgotten or modified to fit different circumstances (Berger and Heath, 2005). One does not need to assume that only those ideas will flourish that bring benefits to their carrier, although in many cases ideas will replicate more easily if they help their host to be successful. The study of decision-making heuristics, for example, is full of examples of individuals reproducing the wrong ideas or holding on to them for too long. Surviving ideas might even be harmful to their carriers, for example, by giving them a bad reputation.

There is no necessary relationship between the evolutionary fitness of an idea and its contribution to the fitness of its host, be it an individual, a firm, or a cluster. As long as an idea attracts sustained attention and is given a chance to propagate before the host is eliminated, it will replicate. It may even take over its environment, to the point where it may define the public character of its hosts, as in the case of Las Vegas being called “gambling town” and Hollywood being called “tinseltown”. Imitation and vicarious learning may produce homogeneity among beliefs and practices, in which a particular image may eventually come to dominate a population of firms, possibly even giving it the features of a “legend” (Heath et al., 2001). The two clusters under investigation here have public labels as well (“little mafia” for the Tuttlingen and “ABC cartel” for the Albstadt/Balingen cluster), drawing the public’s attention to those attributes that give the cluster its identity.

Whether collective identity is durable or fleeting is an empirical question that may be specific to the setting under investigation. Some clusters, such as industrial districts with a long history of strong traditions, have durable collective mindsets that are not easily upset by new circumstances. The evolutionary view explains the persistence of such identities as the outcome of a process that privileges their replication within the system of existing ideas. While new ideas may arise at any time, their emergence is constrained by the ideas that have evolved previously in the local context, as can be seen even in dynamic, entrepreneurial contexts that reveal path dependencies and lock-ins (Staber, 2005; Martin and Sunley, 2006). Arguments for the malleability of cluster identity should not obscure the fact that change is frequently restricted by organizations’ efforts to preserve their identity. However, the possibility of mistakes leading to new combinations always remains.

RESEARCH SITE

I illustrate some of the above theoretical arguments with data collected in two business clusters located in Southwest Germany: a surgical instruments cluster (Tuttlingen) and a textile cluster (Albstadt/Balingen). Firms in these clusters work with dramatically different technologies and are exposed to very different institutional logics in national and world markets. Both are mature clusters that emerged around the mid-1800s (Megerle, 1982). In recent years they have shown divergent economic development. While the textile cluster has been hard hit by the structural crisis triggered by the opening of Eastern European markets (Staber, 2001), the surgical instruments cluster has continued to perform relatively well in competitive world markets (Halder, 2004). Since the early 1980s, the number of firms in the textile cluster declined by more than 50 percent, while the number of jobs declined by nearly two thirds. By contrast, the number of businesses active in some aspect of surgical instruments production and distribution in Tuttlingen has continued to increase (Sautter, 2005). Differential cluster performance may be a function of firms’ ability to upgrade their business and technological strategies in response to pressures from global markets (Halder, 2004), rather than the result of different local cultures. Both clusters are embedded in similar and enduring cultural contexts (Stievermann, 1986) and businesses and institutional actors see them similarly in terms of distrust and rivalry being the core feature of cluster identity. The data reported below suggest that common patterns of collective identity can emerge even in very different economic and institutional contexts.

The exploratory analysis of purposively selected cases is a useful method for theory building when the received theory is insufficient and therefore inadequate for explaining the phenomenon of interest (Eisenhardt, 2007). Clusters in Southwest Germany are often described in the literature as clusters with a long-standing tradition of both vertical and horizontal cooperation between firms (Sabel, 1989), but the observations in this study suggest that cooperation both clusters is rare to non-existent. When viewed in the context of conventionally accepted beliefs about extensive networking among firms in Southwest Germany, the two clusters investigated here offer theoretically interesting “least likely” cases. As “negative” cases, they increase the plausibility of the alternative theoretical understanding they suggest.

Data were collected following the rules of qualitative interview research as much as possible (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The semi-structured interviews permitted open-ended probing, but they also encouraged the respondents to use their own terminology and to direct the interview towards issues that they thought best represented their own experiences. The interviews varied in duration from about one hour to just over two hours, while the length of interviews was determined by the form of the emerging data. Some of the respondents were interviewed twice. In total, 64 business owners (of mostly micro and small businesses) and 52 individuals working in the institutional domain (e.g., municipal officials, consultants, bankers, educators, tax advisors) were selected, using a mixture of purposive, snowball, and convenience sampling, and interviewed over a six-year period up to 2003. The interviews were hand-transcribed because the respondents did not permit tape-recording, which may be seen as evidence of the high level of distrust characterizing social relationships in these clusters (see also Binder, 2005).
The data reported here were collected as part of a larger study of cluster relationships that included a whole range of issues related to social capital, broadly defined as the set of social relationships that provide opportunities for collective action. The key role of beliefs, assumptions, and premises related to collective identity emerged as a recurrent theme through all aspects of social capital, so that the discussion of the respondents’ perceptions below draws on the whole range of topics explored in the interviews. Although the present study was not intended to test the theory proposed here in a strict scientific sense, the data do provide a strong anchor for the theoretical arguments. The observations offered by the respondents indicate a very high level of consistency, they are consistent with observations provided in other studies of these and other clusters in this region (Binder, 2005; Sautter, 2005; Fritsch, 2001), and are buttressed with information from various archival sources and local newspaper clippings.

EMPIRICAL OBSERVATIONS AND DISCUSSION

Most of the respondents in this study suggested that they shared a common identity, but not in the sense that is normally ascribed to clusters, namely one that stimulates open knowledge sharing and joint learning (Lawson and Lorenz, 1999). When asked to describe how they saw business relationships among cluster members the large majority of respondents, in both the business and institutional sector, used terms like distrust, rivalry, secrecy, and hostility. Very few of the respondents characterized cluster identity in terms of beliefs revolving around collaboration and knowledge exchange. They saw the features of cluster identity as being embedded in local traditions that minimized the preference for close social interaction with other firms in the cluster. Because the analysis was limited to small businesses, it is not known whether the findings apply to larger firms as well. Other studies suggest that in this geographic region large firms are more likely than small businesses to have cooperative relations with other firms, but even they tend to prefer competition over cooperation (Fritsch, 2001). The interview data show remarkable homogeneity of beliefs in both clusters, and they suggest that a shared identity can evolve even in cases where individuals, driven by a deep sense of distrust, avoid interaction. However, the absence of social interaction does not mean that cognitive biases in the transmission of information exist in a social vacuum.

Social agents are autonomous in the sense that they can decide whether to accept cues coming from the external environment, to conform to or violate social expectations, or to pass on information without changing its content (Conte, 1999). But their autonomy is limited by cognitive constraints (Gavetti and Levinthal, 2001) and by social mechanisms of influence and control (Macy and Flache, 1995). Cognitive limitations mean that agents’ information processing capabilities are imperfect, and social mechanisms ensure that agents’ adoption and transmission of ideas is constrained. Human agents are thus social but not fully socially competent. The interaction between social mechanisms of influence and cognitive limitations is evident in three biases in the transmission of ideas, all of which can be observed in the two clusters under investigation. These biases are based on content, model, and frequency (Richerson and Boyd, 2005).

Content-Based Bias

Ideas vary in content in ways that may affect the process of transmission. An important content element relates to the costs associated with processing information, such as the costs of making sense of impressions, assumptions, and perceptions. Ideas must be thought about, assessed, re-evaluated in light of new information, and so forth. One would expect that ideas that are more costly to process will eventually be selected out by competition with less costly ideas, ceteris paribus.

For this to happen, one need not posit that the actors make explicit and correct calculations concerning the costs and benefits from adopting certain beliefs and discarding others (Levine and Kurzban, 2006). Cluster identity was for most respondents a matter of “just going with the flow”, “feeling at home in this community”, or just “looking around to see what others are doing”. All they would indicate was a general expectation that “business would be easier” if there were more cooperation, or that “the climate would be better”, and they could not say exactly to what extent it would be “worth it”.
Although the respondents did not assess, in a strictly calculative sense, the comparative costs of adopting alternative ideas, they did have a general idea of the costs involved when evaluating others’ trustworthiness. On average, they found it easier to identify business people in the cluster with a reputation for opportunistic behavior than to identify people they would consider trustworthy. “Distrust is rampant around here. You could say, distrust, well, that’s just us”. In this person’s view, distrust was an idea that everybody in the cluster recognized as a reference point for action. “You don’t have to be here long to realize that distrust is what’s keeping us together; in a strange way though, not something I would be really proud of”, another person commented. 

The maintenance of trust requires continuous investments in form of checking people’s reputation, evaluating observations, showing one’s own vulnerability, and so forth. As one respondent commented, “you wouldn’t believe how many people I have to ask to get a sense of whether I should trust him or not. I think, I spend more time checking on people’s reliability than the time I spend actually doing work with them ... It’s easy not to trust anyone around here.” Another respondent lamented over the energy he invested in assessing others’ reputation assessment, because he considered reputation a weak source of information about trustworthiness. “I can spend months trying to figure out this man’s business reputation, but there is no guarantee that he will never cheat on me, if the right customer should come along.” In general and in most social settings where people depend heavily on perceptions, distrust is easier to recognize than trust (Kramer, 1999). As one interviewee suggested, “if you want to decide who is trustworthy, you have to give that person a lot of thought. But if you want to know whom you’d rather not trust, just look at his behavior. It’s so obvious.”

One can easily see how the transmission of “low-cost” ideas can gain force in a cluster where social interaction is limited. As one respondent said, “once you distrust others, you will always distrust them. You don’t have to talk to them to figure that out.” Building relations based on low-cost ideas may become a runaway process, like an “arms race” of ploy and counterploy (Dennett, 1995: 351-352), reinforced by the successive development of more and more ideas that carry the original message (“don’t trust the other”) as well as social norms that improve the reproducibility of these ideas (“do what others do in a similar situation”). This runaway process constrains the selection and reproduction of ideas to those that are consistent in a given environment and that result in a path from which departure would be costly and uncertain. One interviewee, when asked why he wouldn’t trust the others in the cluster, even though he had no clear evidence that they should not be trusted and that they did not trust him, remarked: “But that’s obvious, that’s just how strong the distrust is in this place!” In the competition for human attention, ideas related to distrust may have a survival advantage over those related to trust. Distrust may be one of those ideas that are reproduced easily because everybody can recognize them.
Model-Based Bias


Biases in transmission are also a question of the salience of others promulgating certain ideas. Model-based biases include the propensity of individuals to imitate successful or high-status others, as well as the predisposition to imitate individuals similar to oneself. An idea has a higher probability of being passed on if the people who hold this idea pay close attention to others they see holding similar beliefs. Imitation does not always require close interaction. “I don’t have to talk to these people,” as one respondent commented, “I know what they think from just watching how they behave in their own business. They don’t trust me, so why should I trust them.” “He thinks like everyone else around here, including myself,” another respondent said, “I don’t need a business relationship to figure that out.” Another interviewee suggested that “we all speak the same language here, even though we don’t really speak with each other.” Another person explained why his business network was very small. “I don’t need to have these people in my network to know what they are up to.” Vicarious learning can take place also without direct social interaction (Campbell, 1969).
Business communities are generally not flooded with people who share resources generously or help each other in times of economic distress, unless there are strong cultural norms enforcing communal behavior, as in some Italian industrial districts (Sammarra and Biggiero, 2001). Other than the fact that maintaining cooperative behavior is very expensive in terms of the investments of time and energy (see above), there are always the innate pressures on people to maximize their own welfare, especially when the benefits from cooperation are uncertain and distant in time, and when everyone else does it. Group conformity is a powerful principle driving the choice between cooperative and competitive behavior (Loch et al., 2006), while the group context provides the cues for spreading ideas related to that choice. The conformity principle is the desire to follow the group’s norms and to select those ideas that others have selected, whatever they are. There may be no good reason for people in a cluster to cooperate generously or to compete fiercely, but there is strong reason for people to behave like the others do and to copy the ideas of those they consider models.

The evolutionary principles that explain the spread of altruism (Richerson and Boyd, 2005) may also explain the diffusion of ideas related to identity in a community of similar people. Perceived social similarity raises the probability that the important cues that people in a community pay attention to emerge endogenously and that people turn to the same cues. As one respondent said, “why should I trust others if they obviously don’t trust each other. We are all the same around here, you know.” Through identification with a group of people perceived to be similar, an individual may spread not only a particular idea but also other kinds of ideas not directly related to the focal idea, including ideas that look like indicators of the focal idea. If, in addition, this individual is a successful businessperson, then she may also be considered a model for others, and thus spread knowledge about her way of doing business. “[Name] has done very well lately, and we all wonder what’s so special that he did. After all, he is in the same business as the rest of us, I just want to know what he is doing differently now.” Similarity creates a mechanism by which an idea can get copied. If we incorporate in a complex belief system, such as a business cluster, the idea of similarity as an important feature of the system, then such perceived similarity will ensure that people copy each other, together with the ideas they hold. In this way, a model-based bias narrows the range of possible ideas to a set that most of the actors share.

Frequency-Based Bias

The reach of a given identity is only as broad as the community of people who can recognize instances of its violation (Baron, 2004). One needs to ask about the criteria that determine the salience of ideas in the minds of observers. Salient ideas might be those that are perceived to be promulgated in the relevant social group most or least commonly, and these might be used as a basis for selection. In some cases, frequency will increase the chances of adoption, as when people prefer to visit restaurants with long queues. In other instances, frequency may reduce the chances of adoption, as when people protest against majority behavior.
Because cooperation requires recognition of interdependence, a common plan, and a more or less complex process of agreement, one would expect that social interaction in clusters based on extensive cooperation is much more demanding of human agents in terms of perception, interpretation, and communication than in clusters whose members are involved in business exchange without common social goals, as in the clusters studied here. Ambiguity likely plays a larger role in the former case, causing the actors to search for ways to reduce ambiguity and to place more weight on social information (Haunschild and Miner, 1997). Frequency-based imitation is one mechanism of reducing uncertainty. Abrahamson and Rosenkopf’s (1993) model of bandwagon adoption of innovations shows that more ambiguity about the value of an innovation increases the bandwagon effect. The more uncertain individuals are about the value of an idea, the more they look to the frequency of adoption by others as an indicator of usefulness. The respondents in this study were quite clear on what some described as a need to “know what everybody else is thinking”. As one person commented, “in this dynamic business it is so easy to get lost. So, if I don’t know what others are doing, things can get really bad for me.” Another interviewee said that “I feel like I am on constant lookout. We all watch each other, all the time.” To the question what exactly he is looking for when observing others, a respondent said that “if I really don’t know why they do what they do, I just look to see how many of them are doing this. Really, what else could I do in such a situation?”

If frequency-based imitation is important in a given cluster, a potential outcome is that maladaptive ideas get transmitted and adaptive ideas get rejected. In this way, a collective identity may be diffused that produces harmful consequences, in a sort of runaway process that “rewards” the adopters of “bad” ideas. This seems to be the case in the two clusters examined here, where ideas revolving around distrust have generated a culture of suspicion and ruinous rivalry. As one respondent commented, “everyone around here knows that we would all be better off if we cooperated. But nobody wants to really work together, so why should I?” Open communication, of course, could alter the situation, but the commonness of ideas preventing communication works against this option. “Nobody wants to talk openly. It is as if we have all bought an insurance policy against communication. From what I see, communication is not an option at all.”
Frequency-based imitation might also alter (i.e., expanding or constricting) the boundaries of collective identity, by either attracting new members to the cluster or by removing actors that do not adopt the core ideas. That is, identity construction may not only be a result of existing cluster boundaries. It may also be a precursor to perceived cluster membership to the extent, for example, that “learning at the boundaries” is critical to forming new cognitive frameworks (Belussi and Sedita, 2006) and redefining population boundaries (Biddle, 1991). A cognitive reordering of collective cluster identity might occur, for example, as a result of new entrepreneurs entering the cluster from elsewhere, demonstrating that well-accepted beliefs are obsolete and that different ideas have greater potential value. One would expect that mature clusters with commonly held core ideas have an accumulated bias against this happening, as opposed to the higher variability in idea adoption in newly emerging clusters (Aldrich and Ruef, 2006). Variability in the rate with which ideas are adopted is likely to be greatest when new cluster networks are being organized, not after they have become established and successfully built an identity.
The two clusters under investigation here are considered mature organizational communities with a shared identity that limits opportunities for introducing novel ideas from the outside. This holds true even for the more innovative surgical instruments cluster whose members perceive few opportunities for meaningful exchange with individuals who “think radically different” (Sautter, 2005: 195). It has generally been very difficult for entrepreneurs coming from outside of the region to found a business within this cluster, and nearly all who have established a firm have failed rather quickly (Staber, 2001; Binder, 2005). Identity construction in both clusters is largely limited to existing members, reinforcing existing beliefs.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Much research on clusters is based on the premise that competitiveness requires at least some degree of coherence and coordinated action and that shared identity is an important source of both. But little empirical research exists clearly demonstrating the integrative role of shared identity. Nor is there much research showing that cluster identity supports and is supported by social interaction. The data collected for the present study indicate that the transmission of ideas underlying identity construction is not necessarily an interactive and communicative process, and it is clearly a biased process. This finding is consistent with the fact that many empirical investigations of clusters have not been able to document the high levels of interfirm collaboration that cluster theory predicts (Malmberg and Maskell, 2002).
There is a tendency in the literature on clusters to follow the traditional view of culture as a more or less seamless web of interconnected ideas, values, and practices, rather than the more recent view of culture as a “collection of stuff that is heterogeneous in content and function” (DiMaggio, 1997: 267). My argument in this paper was that the “stuff” of cluster culture is made up of ideas. Research from cognitive science suggests that this collection of ideas is potentially very large and heterogeneous, which means that collective identities may be hotly contested. Cognitive studies have shown that perception and the process leading from perception to belief formation are anything but flawless. Not all ideas have an equal chance of being replicated, and there are plenty of opportunities for biases to interfere in the process. It is not sufficient to accept the “substantialist” position, proposing that certain ideas will be adopted and passed on because of their characteristics, such as their emotional or psychological appeal. What is needed is a theory of social agency, specifying the criteria by which the agent selects from a population of ideas and forcing attention to the distribution of cues in people’s social environment. In this study, I focused on social biases as one important aspect of the selection process.

Evolutionary theory provides a framework for understanding the micro-level mechanisms of identity construction. It examines the conditions under which ideas evolve, in an environment that contains other ideas with which they compete. It makes no assumptions about the quality of an idea with respect to “improving” collective awareness, creating a common vision, and the like. Nor does it make any assumptions about human nature. All that is required for the evolution of ideas to work is that there are ideas with different content, that they can compete for human attention, and that individuals are capable of passing them on, however imperfectly. 

Given the long-standing concern in the cluster literature for competencies as units of selection, for learning, imitation, or social facilitation as mechanisms of selection, and for collective mindsets as the context of selection, the evolutionary view holds promise for exploring identity construction in clusters as well. This line of research is exciting because it broadens the scope of research examining issues that have not figured prominently in empirical studies of clusters. In particular, the concern for the micro-foundations of identity construction opens up opportunities for research on the construction of collective representations with which actors interpret, respond to, and shape their competitive environment. What the present study shows is that these collective representations, although strongly confined to the local region and thus supporting the widely accepted view that firms monitor most closely those located in the immediate vicinity (Brökel and Binder, 2007), may be sustainable even without much social interaction. 

This raises interesting questions. If it is true that shared understandings about key features of a cluster do not necessarily depend on the density and frequency of interaction, as is often argued, then external audiences should not rely on the level of interaction they observe among the businesses as a criterion for deciding on their investments in the cluster. Our arguments about the importance of trust-based local cooperation may need to be questioned as well. Limited within-cluster interaction will not necessarily discourage new investments from the outside. Future studies could fruitfully probe into this question, using the appropriate comparative research designs to identify the salient ideas related to identity and cooperation, in light of the different contingencies and biases that may operate in different cluster settings. Of specific interest would be questions concerning the relationship between internal views of cluster identity and those of external audiences. Understanding how identity boundaries are constructed and maintained would contribute to our knowledge about the flow of resources across cluster boundaries. Cluster theorists often stress the importance of consonance between cluster identity (as perceived by the firms) and cluster reputation (in terms of the images held of the cluster by external audiences). If there is serious non-alignment, one would expect a number of sub-optimal outcomes to arise in the long run. Studies showing how the distribution of ideas related to cluster identity changes over time would make a useful contribution to our understanding of the relationship between internal and external cluster audiences.
In conclusion, the theory of clusters emphasizes shared identity as providing a coherent blueprint for action, but it is relatively underdeveloped when it comes to exploring the actual construction of this blueprint. Focusing on the processes and generative mechanisms involved in the micro-foundations of shared identity, with special reference to social agency and social biases, would accord closely with the theoretical apparatus of cluster research. And by taking human agency seriously, the evolutionary approach also speaks to practitioners who should be most interested in analyses that put them center stage.
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