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Innovation and marketing 
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collaborative networks in 
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Innovación y externalidades 
de marketing en clusters de 
recursos naturales:
la importancia de las redes 
de colaboración en Chile y 
Escocia

ABSTRACT

This study explores the development of joint marketing activities and alliances 
between firms operating in salmon farming clusters in Scotland and Chile. The 
results suggest that social networking has a greater influence than geographic 
proximity in facilitating inter-firm cooperation in marketing activities, which may 
help to create new cooperative long-term competitive strategies among firms. 
The study also explores whether levels of inter-firm cooperation differ between 
countries with distinctly different levels of social collectivism.

Key words: marketing externalities and innovation, social networking, salmon 
clusters.

RESUMEN

Este estudio explora el desarrollo de actividades de marketing conjunto y alianzas 
estratégicas en firmas que operan en la industria del salmón en Escocia y Chile. 
Los principales resultados sugieren que las redes sociales pueden tener una ma-

∗ This study was part funded by the FONDECYT project 11060185 Research Council Chile and 
the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland.
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yor influencia relativa que la proximidad geográfica, para facilitar cooperación 
de marketing entre empresas, lo cual puede ayudar a crear nuevas estrategias 
competitivas de largo plazo. Este estudio también explora si hay diferencias de 
cooperación en los distintos países analizados.

Palabras clave: externalidades de marketing, innovación, redes sociales, clusters re-
gionales, industria del salmón.

1. INTRODUCTION

Developing a continuous stream of new products and services based on science, technology 
and related forms of advanced knowledge is a fundamental requirement for firms to compete 
in global markets. Creating a continuous stream of new and growing firms that compete in 
this way is fundamental for regional and national development in Chile. However, doing this 
in an economy that is predominantly based on natural resource exploitation, within a society 
that is shaped by centuries of resource extraction and primary processing is not easy. There are 
difficulties and opportunities to achieve business, economic and social growth based on natural 
resource dominated industries. For example, over the past five decades, Scottish businesses have 
made concerted efforts to diversify into more knowledge-based forms and compete in global 
markets, with varying degrees of success. Firms have often achieved greater competitiveness 
and growth, and new firms have formed more frequently when they work within a cluster. 

Clusters, however, do not form spontaneously, but are heavily influenced by promotion, 
funding, public policy, social awareness, open collaborative values and formal professional 
management over decades. Operating in an optimal manner within a cluster environment is 
also a learned skill for businesses, involving different knowledge bases, education levels and 
managerial strategies. While business makes products, enterprises and jobs, government plays 
an equally important role in structuring the rules and providing visions, incentives and subsidies 
on a wide variety of critical factors. 

Regional and municipal governments have important independent roles in addition to 
the national government. Universities are the third major player, which provide skilled people 
and create knowledge for business to exploit commercially, as well as promote cluster building 
and analyze their operations. Fundamental to a knowledge-based economy are social values that 
promote trust, sharing and collaboration in order to create and operate long term visions.

This research is concerned with cooperative strategies among natural resources cluster-
based firms, illustrated by the factors that influence the development of marketing externalities. 
Theorists have consistently demonstrated the role and importance of economic externalities, 
such as knowledge spillovers, within industrial clusters. Less research attention has been paid 
to the investigation of marketing based externalities and their influence on the competitive 
strategy of firms, although it has been suggested that these may also accrue from geographical 
agglomeration. 
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The main research objectives of the paper are: (1) To build an understanding of the re-
lationship between the issues related to regional clusters (geographical co-location and social 
networking) in developing inter-firm cooperation in marketing and (2) To explore how and to 
what extent co-location and networking influence inter-firm cooperation in marketing.

Following this introduction, the paper starts by reviewing the literature related to geo-
graphic co-location and social networking. The research methods and industry selection is 
presented later, highlighting the relevance of this specific industry for this study in a comparative 
perspective between Scotland and Chile. Finally, results, conclusions and recommendations 
are presented. 

2. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON INDUSTRIAL CLUSTERS

2.1. Regional industry clusters

Many economic geographers, economists and nowadays more international business and strategy 
scholars have seen agglomeration economies theories as a starting point for contemporary 
academic research. However, the concept of agglomeration economies is far from recent. 
Authors like von Thünen (1826), Marshall (1920) and Weber (1929) are noteworthy for their 
roles in the development of agglomeration economies theories. Marshall (1920) introduced 
the early concepts of co-partnerships, social elements of proximity and cooperation among 
industries. He combined the concepts of industrial districts, town development and marketing. 
This indicates that the ‘soft’ elements of personal contact between traders, customers and 
producers, as well as the exchange of information, the circulation of new ideas and the diffusion 
of innovation (Bellandi, 1987, 2001), were one of the main ideas considered to be Marshall’s 
contribution to agglomeration theories. Marshall also introduced the concept of external 
economies1 as the economies of scale benefits derived from industrial location. 

Brown and McNaughton (2002) comment on Marshall’s work discussing that from 
the three main external economies of localisation, which are concentrated on economy of 
production, there is a fourth element that most of the authors do not properly acknowledge 
when they discuss Marshall’s contribution. This factor is market related. This means, the 
convenience of customers looking for specialised –geographically concentrated– suppliers. 
Thereafter, geographically concentrated industries may enhance the customers´ perception of 
manufacturer credibility, adding more value to them through reducing search costs (Zaratiegui, 
1997). In other words, Marshall influences some of the ideas about marketing in industrial 
clusters introducing the concepts of ‘mutual discovery’ as key advantage of co-location. That 
is, co-location lessens the search of cost of buyers, and this is an important influence on the 
contemporary retail location theory. Like Marshall, Weber (1929) combined the geographical 
location of industries with the concept of marketing factors as social benefits of regional 
agglomeration economies. 

1 Economies that depend on the general development of the industry providing general benefits to 
individual firms (Marshall, 1920).
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2.2. Social networking and cooperative strategy in industrial clusters

In today’s global economy, which has integrated the production and management process, clus-
ters can be seen as a competitive tool of networking, which facilitates the development not only 
of local economic strategies, but also the capacity to achieve competitiveness in global markets. 
In this way, the different examples of clusters development around the world provide “evidence 
that even as competition and economic activity is globalised, the competitive advantage can 
be localised” (Enright 1999, 35). Simultaneously, during the last few years, various studies in 
dissimilar industries have concluded that the geographical implication of clusters has an effect 
on the development of local wealth, not only attracting foreign investors, but also generating 
global networking and helping in the export and internationalisation process of companies as 
part of ‘regional clusters’ (Felsenstein & Taylor, 2001). On the other hand, Morgan and Hunt 
(1994) have suggested that to be an effective competitor in the global economy requires more 
cooperation or networking between firms, which will lead to establishing or maintaining a 
marketing competitive advantage. This argument can be seen as a strategic issue for small and 
medium sized enterprises (SME’s), especially those located in open and small economies, 
which must seek out different alternatives of differentiation, obtaining in the end a marketing 
competitive advantage (Brown & Bell, 2001). The argument of and benefits from cooperative 
strategies among firms has also been a key research topic within the IMP literature (Hakans-
son, Ford & Snehota, 2006).

There seems to be an agreement and consensus that clusters provide general benefits 
to firms, especially in the value chain inputs as well as in the general aspects of the produc-
tion process (Asheim & Cooke, 1999; MacKinnon, Chapman & Cumbers, 2004; MacKinnon, 
Cumbers & Chapman, 2002; Malmberg, Sölvell & Zander, 1996; Olsen, 2002; Schmitz, 1999). 
However, as Brown & Bell (2001, 11) state, “limited research exists to indicate the degree 
of impact that clustering has on marketing activities in a domestic and international context”. 
Furthermore, research on strategic behaviour of firms has been mainly concentrated on large 
scale firms. Therefore, the knowledge base about strategies and, in particular, the marketing 
strategy of small firms is still quite limited.

2.3. Social capital 

Maskell (2002) suggest that the social process of learning and innovation in inter-firm coopera-
tion work best when partners involved are close enough to one other to allow frequent interac-
tion and effective exchange of information. At the same time, this social process is embedded 
in regional communities that share a common knowledge base and culture (Cooke, 1998). 
Furthermore, this close proximity at regional level facilitates frequent face-to face interaction 
at both, formal and informal settings. This process creates a common language or code of 
communication through repeated interaction over time (Patel & Pavitt, 1994), which leads to 
the creation of regional institutions that helps to reinforce the right environments for inter-firm 
interaction. The ‘soft’ elements of interaction: trust, commitment, mutual knowledge, com-
munication and similarity among partners, help to build the social capital, which may lead to a 
greater cooperation among firms. Furthermore, these elements combined with the historical and 
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cultural embeddedness of specific local regions, as well as co-location factors with interaction 
in the value chain activities, may lead to the result of networking and inter-firm cooperation in 
geographical regions, as the ones in the salmon farming industry in Chile and Scotland.

3. RESEARCH METHODS AND INDUSTRY SELECTION

Data for this study was collected in two main stages. Stage one entailed semi-structured personal 
interviews, based on a purposive sample of twenty-two companies in two regions in Scotland 
(Northwest Scotland and Shetland Islands) and two regions in Chile (IX and X regions). The 
firms were drawn from a single industry, salmon farming, and this sector makes a substantial 
contribution to the remote rural and regional economies of both Scotland and Chile. Stage 
two entailed a postal questionnaire survey and follow-up process to the total population of the 
companies involved in the main value chain activities of this industry (N = 229) in the two 
participant countries. 

The particular industry was chosen for varied reasons. Firstly, it possesses similar 
characteristics in two countries with different levels of economic development and distinctive 
cultures. Secondly, it is located in specific geographical regions, contributing directly to the 
local economic development of rural remote areas of each country. Thirdly, obvious inter-con-
nections in value chain activities, combined with its geographical specificity, suggest that this 
industry constitutes an industrial district or cluster in both countries. Finally, Chile and Scotland 
were the second and third largest producers and exporters of farmed salmon during the time 
of this study2 and are thus important players in the global market of salmon farm products. 
Interestingly, there are also some differences in the ‘cluster strategy’ in Chile and Scotland. 
The former has a ‘bottom-up’ approach, being led by the local companies with minimum or 
no governmental intervention. The latter uses a clear ‘top-bottom’ approach, being an industry 
which is an integral part of the Scottish Food and Drink Cluster, which is led by the develop-
mental agency for Scotland: Scottish Enterprise. Collectively, these characteristics suggest that 
this industry sector can be usefully investigated for comparative purposes.

3.1. The interview and questionnaire process

Each interview was conducted in situ in the main offices or processing plants where managing 
directors (MD) of the selected firms were located. The use of managing directors/owners 
managers as key informants in this kind of study is a convention of small firms’ research 
(Tzokas, Carter & Kyriazopoulos, 2001). Interviews were conducted in the official language 
of each country, English and Castellano, transcribed and translated by the lead researcher.

The follow-up process of the questionnaire survey consisted of e-mails to a sample of 
the participant companies in both countries. This process was also supplemented with more 
intensive phone calls, as advised by Dillman (1978). At the same time the respondents were 

2 During 2006 Chile led the ranking of production and exports worldwide.
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reassured of confidentiality and free access to the study’s findings. In addition to this process, 
the assistance and collaboration from company managers and the trade associations in Scot-
land and Chile were sought, aimed at increasing the response rate. The effective response rate 
achieved was 25.6% (33% response rate in Scotland and 20% in Chile).

The differences in response rates may be linked to cultural, economic (structural) and 
organisational factors in the participant countries, as well as in the specificity of the aquacul-
ture/agriculture sectors. A high level of item response was found in the usable questionnaires, 
as well as a high internal consistency of the responses. The usable responses were analysed 
using SPSS for Windows using exploratory methods. 

The sample comprised of a fairly balanced mix of small and large firms, as well as 
subsidiaries of multinational corporations and trade associations in the two countries under 
study. There is also a balance of firms participating in the different aspects of the industry’s 
value chain activities. The sample of companies reflects the international tendency towards 
full integration among activities, aiming to achieve better economies of scale. In the interest 
of the assured confidentiality and anonymity, the names of the companies have been changed 
to the randomly chosen pseudonyms S1, S2… for Scottish companies and Ch1, Ch2… for 
companies located in Chile.

4. RESULTS

According to the interviews it seems that ‘close proximity’ is not the main element that facilitates 
the development of ‘active marketing externalities’ and inter-firm cooperation in marketing 
in neither Scotland nor Chile. Indeed S3 added, “geography is not important for marketing 
relationships, but it is for collaboration in the production process…the Internet has changed 
the rules of geography”. 

Most of the Scottish companies agreed that ‘informal relations’ are important for 
the development of inter-firm cooperation in marketing. Apart from informal relationships, 
trust, commitment and other social elements are seen as important factors that help with the 
development of joint marketing activities. “Development of trust, confidence and commitment: 
Understanding of each other with professionalism are important issues for long term inter-
firm cooperation in marketing” (interview with S2). The study involved two different regions: 
mainland Scotland and the Shetland Islands, which represent two independent sub-cultures, 
as Shetland has stronger influences from Norway and they see themselves as ‘just different’ 
from the rest of the country.

It is interesting to note that most of the companies do not rely on the trade association for 
the development of marketing activities. Furthermore, the direct influences of the owner/Managing 
Director seem to be key issues in the development of cooperative marketing strategies. 

Companies located in Chile believe that competition is stronger than cooperation in this 
particular industry. Evidently, these companies do not want to share their marketing strategies 
or work together in collaborative arrangements with competitors because of the competitive 
issues (same customers, similar export markets, etc). At the same time, companies find it easier 
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to have collaborative marketing efforts with other complementary industries or with customers 
and suppliers (independent of their geographical location) rather than with direct competitors. 
According to these opinions from the interviews, it seems that competition is stronger than 
cooperation, and the cultural ‘individualistic’ business behaviour is confirmed as an important 
factor that influences this. 

5. QUESTIONNAIRE RESEARCH FINDINGS

Overall, enhanced reputation or credibility of the firms and products, buying intermediate goods 
from other firms, providing access to better specialised suppliers, and finding new customers in 
new markets, are the main externalities that the respondent’s firms found more useful as benefits 
of geographical co-location. The ‘enhanced reputation’ and the ‘finding new customers in new 
markets’ variables, correspond to a ‘passive marketing externality’ that certain geographical 
places may create. The ‘buying intermediate goods’ and ‘access to better specialised suppliers’ 
are traditional economic externalities. These results confirm previous research in economic 
geography, which specifies the importance of production related benefits that industrial districts 
and regional clusters can bring (see for example Becattini, 1990; Bellandi, 2001; Van Dennerg, 
Braun & van Winden, 2001). Inter-firm transactions and the creation of economies of scale are 
the main benefits derived from geographical co-location. However, this research also shows that 
active marketing externalities are not the main benefits that simple geographical co-location 
brings to companies. As a result, other factors are needed to stimulate marketing cooperation, 
as it may be in the case of social networks.

Chilean firms seem to appreciate greater benefits of agglomeration, with the exception 
of ‘access to skilled labour’, ‘greater international market demand’ and ‘enhanced reputation 
or credibility of firms and products’. This may be because agglomeration is more obvious in 
the specific urban location of the industry in Chile, or it may be the case that there is a better 
perception of the benefits of the cluster. Significant differences were found between Scotland and 
Chile in the following factors: ‘selling intermediate goods to other firms’ (p = 0.002), ‘access to 
new technology’ (p = 0.023), ‘greater market knowledge’ (p = 0.054), ‘greater innovation/new 
product development’ (p = 0.004) and ‘inter-firm referrals to your firm’ (p = 0.046). Chilean 
companies were more likely to rank these factors as useful or extremely useful. Similarly, sig-
nificant differences were found in ‘enhanced reputation’ (p = 0.083), with Scottish companies 
being the ones that perceived it as more useful. This issue could be related to the country of 
origin effect in agro-food and aquaculture products (see Tootelian & Segale, 2004).

Although the magnitude of the significant differences is small, Chilean firms seem to find 
more benefits in geographical co-location than the Scottish firms. These results may suggest that 
Chilean companies perceive, or use more, the benefits that clusters and industrial districts bring. 
This also may imply more communication and direct transactions between Chilean companies 
located in specific urban locations, as the case of Puerto Montt, where most of the producing 
(e.g. processing plants) and supplying firms (e.g. feeding and smolt suppliers) of this industry 
are located. Besides, significant differences in the variable ‘inter-clusters referrals to your firm’ 
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suggests an active marketing externality from Chilean companies which, according to these 
results, tends to refer customers to other firms if they are unable to assist customers directly. 

Joint participation in trade fairs, joint market information research and joint marketing 
delegations are the main marketing activities in which companies collaborate with other firms. 
This may suggest a low intensity in this specific kind of cooperation among firms. Significant 
differences between countries were found in joint marketing delegations (p = 0.088) and joint new 
product development (p = 0.019), with Chilean companies being the ones that tend to perceive 
more usefulness of geographical co-location for these kinds of cooperation in marketing. This 
may be because agglomeration is more obvious in the specific urban location of the industry in 
Chile, or it may be the case that there is a better perception of the benefits of the cluster.

According to the respondents that developed some marketing cooperation with other 
firms, the main areas for collaboration have been: joint sales to customers (22.6%) and joint 
distribution channels (20.8%). It is interesting to note that ‘joint sales’ and ‘joint distribution 
channels’, were not among the most perceived active marketing externalities that firms noticed 
as a benefit from geographical co-location. Cooperation occurs mainly with suppliers and 
buyers. These results show that it is easier and more feasible to establish inter-firm cooperation 
in marketing with buyers and suppliers than with more direct competitors. This also suggests 
that competition between companies located in the same stage of the value chain activities 
is fierce in this industry. Clearly buyer-selling relationships are the key components for the 
development of deeper collaboration and marketing understanding. 

Market research/intelligence, sharing distribution channels and international advertis-
ing/promotion were found to be strongly cooperative activities with other firms. This suggests 
that general cost reduction and increasing customer base activities may be important elements 
to consider when companies choose to collaborate. Clearly, these activities help firms to reduce 
and achieve economies of scale in marketing expenditure when targeting customers in the similar 
markets. This may also have implications for generic marketing activities in the industry.

5.1. The influence of social networking

The most important social expectations from the partner, if a firm was to be involved in inter-
firm collaboration in marketing activities, are ‘frankness’ (96%), ‘competence’ (92%) and 
‘knowledge’ (90%). The building of a common knowledge base and frankness can be assumed 
to be further aspects of the social element, part of the concept of ‘trust’ previously found in 
past research (Coutler & Coutler, 2003; Morgan & Hunt, 1994), helping the development of 
relational ties, which are special for inter-firm interactions. 

The results showed that the social networking elements, like ‘trust’ (Hoang & Antoncic, 
2003; Morgan & Hunt 1994) and ‘respect reciprocity’ (Coutler & Coutler, 2003) play a key 
role in inter-firm cooperation in marketing. Elements of networking are important for inter-
firm cooperation. The evidence presented in this research also suggests that the concept of 
‘proximity’ (Amin & Cohendet, 1999; Gertler, 2001) needs to be considered as being not 
only spatial but also social, assuming organizational and relational forms in which firms and 
entrepreneurs relate to each other.
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6. CONCLUSIONS, FUTURE RESEARCH AND MAIN CONTRIBUTION

According to the research objectives, both the qualitative and quantitative results suggested 
that ‘close proximity´ is not a key issue per se for the development of inter-firm cooperation in 
marketing. Co-location, however, may be someway beneficial for the development of ‘social 
glue’ (Porter, 1998). Geographical co-location was also perceived to be useful in sharing general 
knowledge with other individuals within the industry, but not in sharing strategic marketing 
information. The relationship between co-location and social networking is complex and the 
interaction between both elements often difficult to separate. For example, co-location assists 
in the social elements of networking which, in turn, help build strategic collaborative arrange-
ments, for example in marketing, which contribute to enhanced performance. 

The finding suggests that future cluster theory needs to place greater emphasis on the 
role of electronic communications in transmitting technical content and the ways in which this 
affects the inter-firm cooperation process. Consequently, individual firms operating in clusters 
and future research investigating and comparing different clusters, need to consider relational 
closeness (Ghemawat, 2001) as well as the strength of ties in industrial districts (Ganesan, 
Rindfleisch & Malter, 2004). 

This research suggested that the elements of networking are important for inter-firm 
cooperation. Moreover, ‘communication and social networks’ (Szarka, 1990; Johannisson, 1995) 
and ‘extra local networks’ (MacKinnon et al, 2004) were found to be relevant in providing 
marketing information to firms in the industry cluster studied, especially in the Shetland Islands. 
Among the social elements of networking, the importance of communication and trust (Coote, 
Forrest & Tam, 2003) among partners and managing directors were highlighted. This also 
confirms Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) research in which communication and trust were found 
to be positively correlated, promoting the quality and intensity of strategic communication 
among partners. 

Respondents in both Scotland and Chile expressed the view that competition was stronger 
than cooperation and that this was influenced by a cultural tendency towards ‘individualistic’ 
business behaviour. The threat of opportunistic ‘free-riders’ within competitive environments 
(Ahuja, 2000; Bucklin & Sengupta, 1993; Gulati, 1999) is a key factor that undermines the 
development of collaborative marketing arrangements. 

6.1. Main contribution

This study contributes to the literature and to theoretical understanding by integrating the two 
concepts of geographical proximity and social networking. The study also explored in depth 
whether levels of inter-firm cooperation differed between countries with distinctly different 
levels of social collectivism, issues that were not explicitly included in previous studies (see 
for example Brown et al, 2001).

This paper supports much recent research on the relative strategic importance of social 
capital among firm’s relationships (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Kale, Singh & Perlmutter, 2000). The 
contemporary concepts of ‘relational mix’ (Lechner & Dowling, 2003) and ‘social topography’ 
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(Van Dijk & Sverrisson, 2003) are seen to be key issues of consideration when investigating 
queries related to inter-firm relationships and geographical co-location effects, where social 
networking is a key factor among them. 

The results of this study have also suggested that cooperation is not an element per se in 
every organisation and that the effect of the country as well as the local culture of regions may 
play a crucial role in the trust and cooperative process. These results support Vanhaverbeke 
(2001), but more work needs to be done to confirm the effect of geographical co-location and 
social networking in inter-firm cooperation in marketing activities.

Christian Felzensztein, B. Com (Hon), MBA, Universidad Austral de Chile. Pg. D. Local 
Economic Development, Weitz Center for Development Studies, Rehovot, Israel. M. Sc. y 
Ph. D. International Marketing, University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, Scotland. Actualmente 
es profesor asociado de Marketing Internacional e Innovación Regional en la Universidad 
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