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Communication is critical in a wide variety of fields. Successful intra-organizational communication plays a significant role in building trust by creating an environment that empowers leaders to lead effectively, motivates employees to work, and thus contributes to organizational performance. In the context of cluster management, communication within the cluster, especially between the cluster leadership and the often vast number of cluster members, plays a pivotal role in successful and effective cluster development. A cluster typically operates in a regional context characterized by multi-agent, multi-objective, multi-vision, and pluralistic processes, methods, competencies, expertise, and aims. Cluster leadership is usually associated with particular difficulties in addressing these challenges. The primary needs and demands to fulfill such a role are to bring together a large number of partly competing actors involved in a cluster, to build up a trustful and open network, to include different cultures, and to harmonize institutional agendas. The main aim is to develop and establish a common ground to communicate and coordinate joint work efforts, which can mutually benefit and create synergies. The present article conceptualizes Effective internal Cluster Communication and Place Leadership as determinants for successful cluster developments. Despite the multiplicity of actors and sometimes even competing interest groups, Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC) enables clusters to inspire common, cooperative, collaborative and synergetic ways of working together. This is key to cluster development, successful and goal-directed cluster operation, and a sustainable operation of the cluster.
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Introduction

Communication is critical in a wide variety of fields. Communication plays an integral part in the process of organizational sustainment and transformation (Lundberg and Brownell, 1993). In this context, communication is understood as a collaborative, dialogic process that organizes entrepreneurial activities at different levels.

It is good communication that enables managers to share information and expectations with others. In this way, processes and their status are made transparent and accessible. Transparency within the company, in turn, plays an important role in building motivation and trust. Good organizational communication skills help to develop better understanding and beliefs among people and inspire them to follow common values (Luthra and Dahiya, 2015). Kouzes and Posner (1993) found in a study that trust is a factor that every person wants to have before enthusiastically following someone in any situation, whether it is a battlefield or a meeting room. In developing the trust factor, leaders must be able to share their vision by interacting with their environment. If this is accomplished, successful intra-organizational communication leads to operating more effectively and efficiently within an organization. Thus, communication enables leaders to lead successfully in the first place (Frese et al., 2003; Barrett, 2006). From a today's perspective, the concept of organizational communication goes far beyond the one-way linear transmission communication model.

Trust, commitment, identification with the organization—all of this is needed to motivate company employees and thus successfully implement entrepreneurial activities. These aspects become even more decisive when there is no commitment or bond to pursue a common goal.

In the context of cluster management, communication within the cluster, especially between the cluster management and the multitude of cluster members, plays a particularly important role in successful and effective cluster development. Porter (1998) described clusters as geographically concentrated groups of companies and institutions working together in a particular field. Clusters include specialized suppliers, background service providers, companies in related industries, and institutions such as universities, government organizations, trade agencies, professional organizations and associations linked in a field by their similarities and comparative characteristics. A cluster typically operates in a regional context characterized by multi-agent, multi-objective, multi-vision, and pluralistic processes, methods, and aims. With so many actors involved in a cluster, it is often a major challenge to balance the different cultures and institutional agendas and find common ground and mutual benefit (Burfitt and Macneill, 2008). One of the goals of clusters is to ensure that cluster members experience growing innovation and competitiveness through cluster membership and related activities. In this regard, the decision to share initiatives in technical and technological innovation with other actors in the area is not necessarily self-evident. Due to sometimes converging expectations, values and interests, obstacles such as mistrust, lack of interest, or unwillingness to cooperate can arise (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Fully shared, partly shared and competitive facets of two exemplary companies working within the same cluster.


Cluster organizations must set aside their competitive mindset in favor of a common, larger objective, a shared vision, in order to be able to build a trustworthy and open network. These requirements must emerge within the cluster through the willingness and commitment of the cluster members and cannot be externally imposed. The main goal is to develop and establish a common basis for communication and coordination of joint work efforts from which all sides can benefit and create synergies. Successful communication has to preserve the identity of the individual companies that stand for themselves, but at the same time it has to foster the adoption of the cluster identity. Clusters must first convince companies and institutions to join the cluster and ensure that everyone's interests and goals are reflected in the cluster. Cluster members must then be mobilized around a common strategy and vision. Internal cluster communication forms the basis for the cluster's function by shaping the cluster's identity and facilitating its appropriation by cluster members.

Even though Porter's (1998) cluster concept has become the standard concept of practice in this field as a tool for promoting national, regional and local competitiveness, innovation and growth, and there are numerous publications on clusters, little importance has been given in research to the aspect of communication within clusters. In this article, we aim to draw attention to the role of communication in successful cluster development, as we are convinced that internal communication of clusters is important for their success since clusters are based on networks. The primary need of networks is communication between their members (Borgulya et al., 2022). To do so, we conceptualize Effective internal Cluster Communication and Place Leadership (Ganske and Carbon, 2023) as determinant for successful cluster development. We demonstrate that despite the multiplicity of actors and sometimes competing interest groups, Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC) that addresses both the individual and social identities of cluster members enables clusters to inspire common, cooperative, and collaborative ways of working together and thus represents a key success factor for cluster development and leadership.



Communication as a determinant of success in organizations

Communication is the key to an organization's success as a system of individuals working together toward common goals. In times characterized by recurring economic crises, globalization, digitalization, climate change, scarcity of natural resources, and a host of other societal dynamics such as migration and demographic change, and more recently, the COVID-19 pandemic or the Russo-Ukrainian War, an organization must be able to respond quickly. Organizational members need clear, relevant, and fully comprehensive information (Blazenaite, 2011). Research shows that effective communication is paramount in any organization. Ensuring open interaction with free flow of information, managing organizational communication processes, and creating an open and adaptable communication system yields extensive organizational benefits (Szukala, 2001; Tourish and Hargie, 2004; Eisenberg et al., 2009). A functioning communication system at all levels of the organization ensures the management of information, which brings stability and order to an organization. It also promotes important organizational processes that allow a company to adapt, change, and innovate (Blazenaite, 2011). Good communication enables an organization to succeed and grow.

There is no standard definition of organizational communication (Roberts et al., 1974). Organizational communication influences and is influenced by its environment. In doing so, it involves creating and maintaining by encompassing message flow, people and their relationships, attitudes, feelings, and capabilities (Lundberg and Brownell, 1993). “Communication […] is not a process that takes place in organizations, it is the constitutive means by which organizing occurs” (Eisenberg and Riley, 1988, p. 132). Organizational communication enables the exchange of contact and information between the departments and units of an organization and their environment for the purpose of operating the organization and achieving its objectives (Blazenaite, 2011). Organizational communication includes decision-making and conflict management in an organization. It enables the creation and maintenance of organizational images, missions, and values, as well as power and politics within organizations (Blazenaite, 2011). Communication becomes “organizational” when collective action finds expression in an identifiable actor, and the actor is recognized by the community as the legitimate expression of such action (Taylor and Cooren, 1997).

Communication takes place internally and externally. Internal communication is understood as the strategic management of interactions and relationships between stakeholders at all levels within organizations (Borgulya et al., 2022). Internal corporate communication is defined as “communication between an organization's strategic managers and its internal stakeholders, designed to promote commitment to the organization, a sense of belonging to it, awareness of its changing environment and understanding of its evolving aims” (Welch and Jackson, 2007, p. 193).

The literature provides evidence that the performance and effectiveness, and thus the success, of an organization is closely correlated with the communication in the organization. Good communication leads to high performance and effectiveness, while poor organizational communication is likely to cause organizations to struggle (Goldhaber et al., 1978). Studies show that communication is positively correlated with many organizational outcomes necessary for organizational success. These include productivity, organizational commitment, performance/profit, social behavior, and job satisfaction. In contrast, failure in communication can lead to non-functional outcomes such as stress, job dissatisfaction, low trust, decrease in organizational commitment, intention to quit, and employee absenteeism (Linkert, 1967; Husain, 2013) and this may negatively impact organizational effectiveness and success (Zhang and Agarwal, 2009).

Good communication informs and educates employees at all levels and motivates them to support the organizational strategy (Barrett, 2002). In general, organizational communication has two purposes of meeting the overarching objective of organizational success: one purpose is to inform employees about their work tasks and the organization's policy issues; the second goal of organizational communication is to establish a community within the organization (Postmes et al., 2001; de Ridder, 2004). In more detail, the following six factors can be defined as correlating with organizational success, and some of which are mutually dependent and which are positively influenced by good organizational communication.


Understanding

Understanding and comprehending why organizations need to evolve their goals must be ensured through organizational communication. Good communication skills help build better understanding and beliefs among people, inspiring them to follow the values their leader wants them to follow (Luthra and Dahiya, 2015). Knowing the reasons for change makes it easier to reduce uncertainty and create willingness to adapt to change (Husain, 2013). Since organizations operate in a dynamic environment with a high pace of change, internal corporate communications must be designed to develop an awareness of changes in the organization's environment (Welch and Jackson, 2007). Changes in the macro, micro, and internal environments cause the organization to change. Effective internal organizational communication should enable an understanding of the relationship between ongoing changes in the environment and the resulting need to review strategic direction. In this way, employees develop an understanding of the organization's evolving goals. Employees' understanding of strategic direction contributes to the development of commitment among them (Asif and Sargeant, 2000; de Ridder, 2004; Welch and Jackson, 2007).



Employee participation

When employees have the opportunity to participate in decision-making, they will feel as important persons for the organization (Kulachai et al., 2018), resulting in increased organizational commitment and employee engagement (Bonache, 2005). Employee participation in decision-making is associated with higher job satisfaction (Konovsky et al., 1987; Parker et al., 1997). Employees who participate in decision-making are more satisfied and more committed to the organization. Employee participation increases their input into decisions affecting their welfare and performance (Glew et al., 1995). Conversely, a study by Appelbaum et al. (2013) found that insufficient participation in decision-making leads to low job satisfaction and employee engagement. Hyo-Sook (2005) found that excellent organizations have management structures that enable employee participation in decision-making. Moreover, greater participation of lower-level employees in decision-making positively affects the efficiency of the decision-making process (Heller et al., 1988). A growing body of research suggests that employee involvement has a positive impact on change implementation (Sims, 2002) and productivity (Huselid, 1995). Knowing the reasons for change makes it easier to reduce uncertainty and create the willingness to adapt to change (Husain, 2013).



Trust

In organizations, effective intra-organizational communication plays an important role in building trust by creating an environment that enables leaders to lead effectively, motivates employees to work (Luthra and Dahiya, 2015), and thus contributes to organizational performance. Trust leads to effects such as more positive attitudes, higher levels of collaboration, and thus better performance (Mayer et al., 1995; Jones and George, 1998). Trust and commitment can be referred to as byproducts of open, appropriate, clear, and timely communication (Chia, 2006). Trust can be facilitated through effective communication via openness and compassion. Communication practices within an organization are believed to have an important impact on the level of trust employees have in their managers and in the organization's leadership, as well as their commitment to the organization (Husain, 2013). Sparrow and Cooper (2003) emphasized the role of trust as a dimension of the social climate in organizations, highlighting its role as an antecedent to commitment and noting that low levels of trust are associated with poor communication. Good communication leads to trust and understanding of a corporate strategy and thus to greater commitment, identification, motivation and higher organizational performance.



Commitment

Commitment can be understood as the nature or degree of loyalty to the organization. Commitment is described as a positive employee attitude and is defined in terms of individual identification and involvement with an organization (de Ridder, 2004). Studies in the field of relationship research have shown that perceptions of the quality of relationships in the organization and perceptions of the quality of communication have a strong influence on member satisfaction and commitment to the organization. Openness, honesty, trustworthiness, credibility, influence, understanding, similarity, and competence are variables that influence these qualities. A positive perception of the overall climate in an organization is related to members' sense of commitment, their ability to influence the organization, and their satisfaction with the system (Goldhaber et al., 1978). Employee effectiveness and commitment depend on their knowledge and understanding of the organization's strategic issues (Tucker et al., 1996). Communication must be well managed so that confusion is always avoided through clear, accurate, and honest messages (Abraham et al., 1999). According to Pascale (1984), people committed to a vision are more important than a well-designed strategy because they successfully accelerate change processes (Larwood et al., 1995). Allen (1992) found that commitment and support derive from communication with top management and superiors, as well as communication with co-workers, leading to a sense of belonging, which in turn increases commitment. A sincere and effective communication style among organizational members enables members to integrate into the organization as employees internalize the organization's goals and rules. Thus, employee commitment increases, and with the increase in job satisfaction, the employee contributes to the increase in the organization's success (Husain, 2013).



Identification with the organization

According to Cornelissen (2004, p. 68), the feeling of positive belonging can be expressed as: “a “we” feeling … allowing people to identify with their organizations.” Identification is also seen as a persuasive strategy that organizations use to influence relationships with internal stakeholders by emphasizing shared beliefs and values that thereby fulfill individual needs for belonging (Cheney, 1983). Internal communication influences the degree to which employees identify with their organization and their attitudes toward supporting the organization (Smidts et al., 2001). Organizational communication is seen as an important antecedent to the self-categorization process that helps define a group's identity and create a sense of community that meets the needs of the organization (Postmes et al., 2001; de Ridder, 2004). A sense of belonging and identification with the organization is strongly influenced by participation, commitment, and satisfaction with the practices, policies, and goals of the system. Communication has been critical to creating organizational cultures and identifying with the organization (Pacanowsky and O'Donnell-Trujillo, 1982; Smidts et al., 2001).



Motivation

Motivation is the influence or drive that causes one to behave in a certain way and is described as consisting of energy, direction, and sustainability (Kroth, 2007). Communication has also been shown to be an effective tool in motivating employees (Luecke, 2003). Studies in the field of organizational communication have shown that the adequacy of information provided by the organization also contributes to employee job satisfaction, which encourages and motivates employees (Husain, 2013). Predictors of motivation have been shown to include job satisfaction, perceived fairness, and organizational commitment (Schnake, 2007). Motivation is influenced either positively or negatively by the experiences an employee has in a particular work environment and with managers (Gilley et al., 2009). Strong motivations promote strong efforts to complete the action despite great difficulties (Husain, 2013). A shared organizational vision positively affects motivation and identification with the organization. Visions motivate people to act and inspire them to go beyond their current state. Deeper than goals or strategies, desired images of the future or the hoped-for future can provide a sense of mission (Boyatzis et al., 2015). A vision should inspire and motivate employees to perform exceptionally. Griffin et al. (2010) found that leaders who developed a vision achieved more openness and adaptability in organizations. Therefore, leaders must ensure that employees understand the importance of the vision. The vision must be communicated in a way that generates enthusiasm and inspires subordinates, colleagues, or customers (Frese et al., 2003).




Clusters—between competition and cooperation

Cluster theory has become a standard concept and serves as a tool to promote national, regional, and local competitiveness, innovation, and growth by acting as a generator that provides potential advantages in perceiving both the need and the opportunity for innovation (Porter and Stern, 2001). The OECD (1999, 2001) entitled innovative clusters as a driver of national economic growth. The most widely accepted definition of clusters is based on Porter, who describes clusters as “geographic concentrations of interconnected companies, specialized suppliers, service providers, firms in related industries, and associated institutions (e.g., universities, standards agencies, trade associations) in a particular field that compete but also cooperate” (Porter, 2000b, p. 15). Porter's definition has key distinguishing elements: first, a regional cluster consists not only of companies, but also of a specific institutional environment that is also part of the cluster. These institutions include supporting institutions such as the cluster organization, but also research and educational institutions that serve as the basis for innovation networks and human capital formation. Second, the definition indicates that there is an external boundary to clusters. The first limitation refers to the fact that they are companies and institutions “in a certain field.” Thus, there is a certain technological proximity within a cluster, which forms the basis for a variety of exchange processes and synergies. Companies and institutions that use other technologies are outside this “particular field” and thus outside the cluster. The second limitation is of geographical nature (Menzel and Fornahl, 2005). In a cluster, the companies and their institutional environment are spatially concentrated.

Clusters affect a company's competitive advantage through synergistic effects by increasing the productivity of the company, guiding the direction and the pace of innovation, and stimulating the conformation of new business which also enlarges and reinforces the cluster itself (Porter, 1998; Borgulya et al., 2022). Being part of a cluster enables the company to work more productively, access more information, use technology, cooperate with related companies, and ultimately stimulate improvements to achieve better performance. The networks necessary for these benefits are based on interpersonal relationships and trust. Externalities result from the concentration of many people working on problems in a similar or related set of industries, skill sets, and processes that produce a widely shared understanding of the problem and its workings. The result is greater innovation with respect to product, process, or marketing that lowers costs and generates greater productivity for firms in the region. It is the “social glue (that) binds clusters together, contributing to the realization of this potential […] Relationships, networks, and a sense of common interest undergird these circumstances. The social structure of clusters thus takes a central importance” (Porter, 2000a, p. 264).

According to Wolman and Hincapie (2014) which draw on Gordon and McCann (2000) clustering can be divided into two forms: the pure economies of agglomeration and the social network model of clustering. The first results from firms located in geographic proximity to each other. The cost-savings that come from lower input costs and increased productivity are external benefits to firms that come about through this proximity. A pure agglomeration economy does not require interaction between actors, but the agglomeration component of the cluster concept leads to an increase in regional economic performance. The social network model of clustering refers to the cooperation part and thus, the resulting knowledge spillover of the cluster concept. In this model, informal networks of individuals across firms and related institutions (e.g., trade associations, universities, research institutes, and labor organizations) yield the transmission of knowledge generating innovation and adopting advanced and improved production processes, marketing, and research techniques. Communication presents a key role. Combining the two forms of clustering one can see that clusters can bring several fundamental benefits.

Cluster management plays a crucial role in the success of a cluster. It organizes and coordinates the activities of a cluster in accordance with the cluster strategy to achieve clearly defined goals. It focuses on mediating and facilitating the relationship between cluster members. Cluster management ensures that cluster members open up, are willing to cooperate, conflicts of interest are eliminated, the various agendas of cluster members are unified into common goals and collective actions, and that organizations see sufficient added value from their participation in cluster activities (Borgulya et al., 2022). In this regard, the coordination of communication within the cluster plays an important role, as the internal architecture of cluster organizations is based on naturally established, voluntary, and constructive interaction and collaboration among cluster members (Rosenfeld, 1996). Therefore, promoting internal and external communication is one of the most fundamental tasks of cluster management, in addition to the many other specific functions (Borgulya et al., 2022).

Communication must be directed in such a way that, in accordance with the Dual Identity Theory, both identities of the cluster members are addressed and preserved. The Dual Identity Theory (also known as Social Identity Theory) was developed by Henry Tajfel in the 1970s and is a social psychological theory that explains how people develop and maintain multiple identities simultaneously due to their membership in different social groups. Tajfel argued that a person's self-concept is based not only on their individual characteristics but also on their social group membership. The theory states that people have both a personal identity (unique characteristics and traits) and a social identity (based on group membership). According to the theory, people tend to group themselves and others into social groups based on shared characteristics. Individuals then become attached to their own social group and develop a sense of belonging and loyalty to that group. This social identity provides a sense of self-esteem and affirmation and also shapes their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. The theory states that people can have multiple social identities that are relevant to different contexts and situations. For example, someone may identify as both a member of a religious group and a member of a sports team and behave differently in each context based on the norms and values of those groups. Dual identification can lead to a state in which both identities are simultaneously recognized and promoted (see, e.g., Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Hogg and Terry, 2000; Prasch et al., 2022).

However, cluster management literature considers cluster communication only as a peripheral factor of cluster management and development (Rosenfeld, 2002; Blassini et al., 2013; Hartmann, 2016). To our knowledge, there are few studies that take a closer look at the forms of communication [whether simple communication models or more complex ones that view communication as a collaborative process in which all parties work together to identify common goals and interests while recognizing that different stakeholders may have different perspectives, experiences, and priorities, such as the consensus model (see e.g., Lewin, 1948; Fisher et al., 2011)] in a cluster. Too often, cluster communication is either not addressed at all or effective communication is seen as a given. Nevertheless, in our contribution here, we want to show that internal cluster communication makes a central contribution to the success of the cluster by addressing the personal identity of the cluster companies on the one hand, while at the same time strengthening the social identity of the cluster members and thus harmonizing the competitive facets of companies working within the cluster, as shown in Figure 1.

Businesses and other organizations are not the same as clusters in terms of how they function, but they do share some common characteristics. According to Borgulya et al. (2022), these include the existence of goals, strategies, and values; management of activities and planning of future actions; and the need for communication. Internal communication in companies and other organizations is not identical to communication in clusters, but because of the common characteristics, it can be argued that communication in all organizations has similar goals, core functions and elements (Borgulya et al., 2022). The internal communication of a cluster should boost the cluster's operation. Like organizational communication in general, internal cluster communication, therefore, also has two primary objectives: on the one hand, to strengthen the exchange of information and engagement in the cluster and, on the other hand, to transmit and disseminate a common, appropriate identity and vision in order to strengthen the intra-cluster community. Due to the high overlap of characteristics of clusters and companies, we assume the six determinants of organizational success understanding, employee participation, trust, commitment, identification with the organization and motivation, which are positively influenced by good internal communication, in the applied form understanding, cluster members' participation, trust, commitment, identification with the cluster, and motivation, as determinants of success for cluster development, successful and goal-directed cluster operation, and a sustainable establishment of clusters (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Communication-based intra-cluster determinants of success.


At this point, we would like to introduce the term “Effective internal Cluster Communication” and define it as “The communication within a cluster, between the cluster management and the cluster members, which enables the process of clear, distinct, purposeful and successful exchange of ideas, thoughts, opinions, knowledge and data within the cluster.”



Place leader and a shared vision as a liaison in an ambivalent environment

In most cases, leadership is referred to as an individual “who makes it happen”. In the literature, names such as for example champions, policy entrepreneurs, change agents, social innovators or transformative leaders are commonly used (Westley et al., 2013). Leadership is considered an individual capacity to order others what to do, based on strong hierarchical relations in decision-making and formal power.

In the case of the leadership of places and clusters, this is far more complex. We are in a system with multiple players, multiple stakeholders, multiple leaders and multiple, sometimes conflicting interests. Instead of a top-down management Place Leadership is often referred to as shared, cooperative or collaborative. It is described as multi-agency, multi-level and multi-faceted and shaped differently according to the frame conditions (Horlings et al., 2018). Place Leadership is defined as “the mobilization and coordination of diverse groups of actors to achieve a collective effort aimed at enhancing the development of a specific place” (Sotarauta, 2021, p. 152). It takes Place Leaders to successfully lead a place. A Place Leader is “an actor having a position to assess a path development process from a more comprehensive angle than the other actors, and mobilize and pool resources, competencies and powers” (Sotarauta et al., 2020, p. 96). Along with individuals from various sectors such as government, business, academia, and the community, also institutions and organizations as such can play the role of Place Leaders. Actually, this happens quite often in shaping the development and growth of a particular place. For example, a chamber of commerce, local economic development agency, or nonprofit organization can take a leadership role by advocating for policies and investments that support the development of the place they serve, fostering collaboration and partnerships among stakeholders, and supporting a shared vision for the place's future. Place Leaders gain influence by stimulating imagination, (re)framing issues, and developing new agendas, helping to “think the unthinkable” (Horlings et al., 2010). In this way, Place Leaders influence activities over which they often have little formal authority but which can strongly influence regional development (Sotarauta and Suvinen, 2019). Effective Place Leaders gain their influence through their ability to influence other stakeholders who hold formal power (Beer et al., 2019). Place Leaders are thus doing much more than mere managing—they truly lead a place.

Place Leaders are usually referred to as leaders, not by their position, but leaders by their personality. Leaders are people whom many people follow because they trust them. They do not follow a leader they cannot trust. Trust is an influential tool that increases reliability and integrity and provides an additional advantage in the face of uncertainty. Luthra and Dahiya (2015) even claimed that trust cannot be built; it can only be gained or earned. A trusting relationship between stakeholders and Place Leadership is what allows a place to be led in the first place. Rather than trying to convince all stakeholders of the one “right and true” view, leaders work to create a shared vision, common goals, and a shared strategy for the place across all stakeholders. A shared vision is defined as the organizational values that are the foundation for the active participation of all members of the organization (network) in the development, communication, dissemination, and implementation of organizational goals, and stands in contrast to the traditional top-down approach (Wang and Rafiq, 2009). They act as a kind of nexus between the different stakeholders (Horlings et al., 2018) and try to strengthen the sense of place and thus identification to better develop the place through joint actions. A shared vision represents the extent to which network members share a common understanding and perspective on how to achieve the network's activities and outcomes results. Shared goals, vision, and identity mean that network actors have similar perceptions of how they act with others. In this context, the exchange of ideas and resources, as well as knowledge transfer, can be promoted (Inkpen and Tsang, 2005).

The leadership and management of clusters are similar to the leadership of places. As with Place Leadership, cluster management operates in an ambivalent environment of cooperation and competition. Moreover, cluster leadership per se also does not have the authority to order a company or institution what to do. Rather, both forms of leadership are based on mobilizing existing potentials and coordinating and harmonizing a multitude of interests to foster knowledge and technology transfer, exploit synergy effects and thus create added value and generate wealth. To accomplish this objective, cluster managers need the leadership personality of a Place Leader. As leaders, Place Leaders succeed in creating a collaborative and open environment by fostering a trusting relationship with local stakeholders (or cluster members) and the creation of a shared vision and resulting common identity for the place (or cluster) (see Figure 3). Place Leaders succeed in having cluster companies identify themselves simultaneously in two senses. On the one hand, with their personal identification as an independent company, and, on the other hand, with their social identity as part of the cluster. The dual identification induced can lead to a state where both identities are equally recognized and promoted (Hornsey and Hogg, 2000). We, therefore, argue that Place Leaders, through their leadership competencies, are better able to face the challenges of the multi-layered and partly competitive environment prevailing in a cluster than a cluster management that is not a Place Leader and lacks this leadership personality for a successful bottom-up approach. In our view, cluster management consisting of Place Leaders is critical to the success of cluster development.
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FIGURE 3
 Influence of leadership personality of Place Leaders.




Effective place leader cluster communication

Derived from our previously introduced understanding and presentation, we want to define Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC) as

The communication within a cluster, between the Place Leader, the cluster management and the cluster members, which enables the process of clear, distinct, purposeful and successful exchange of ideas, thoughts, opinions, knowledge and data within the cooperative and open cluster environment created by the Place Leader's personality, to develop understanding, cluster members' participation, trust, commitment, identification with the cluster and motivation, thereby influencing the success of the cluster.

Through their leadership personality, a Place Leader-led cluster management succeeds in creating an open and cooperative environment of collaboration within the cluster. As key personalities, they create a trusting relationship with the cluster members and support establishing a shared vision for the cluster and, as a result, a shared cluster identity. A cluster management led by Place Leaders achieves that cluster members find the necessary framework to open up, are willing to cooperate, conflicts of interest can be eliminated, and the different agendas of the cluster members can be merged into common goals and collective actions. However, for this to happen, in addition to the leadership of the cluster management, clear, distinct, and purposeful communication is needed within the cluster, between the cluster members and the cluster management. Effective internal Cluster Communication is closely related to and interacts with Place Leadership. Only through Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC), can a cluster be sustainably developed and established through successful and targeted cluster work.

Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication affects the success of a cluster via various determinants that correlate with each other and are, in part, mutually dependent. In contrast to numerous other organizational forms with hierarchical structures and the top-down management usually associated with them, cluster membership is based on naturally established, voluntary and constructive interaction and cooperation. Cluster membership must be associated with added value for the companies and institutions. However, this added value can only be generated if it is possible to bring together a large number of sometimes competing actors, establish a trusting and open network, incorporate different cultures and harmonize institutional agendas. For this reason, Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication addresses two primary goals: on the one hand, communication within the cluster should strengthen information exchange and engagement within the cluster, and on the other hand, it should strengthen the cluster community, the “We-feeling.” Both objectives are particularly important in the cluster context in order to move from competing companies to cooperating companies on a voluntary basis that is characteristic of the cluster, thus making the cluster successful and in turn, generating the surplus value of cluster membership.

For this reason, Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication addresses not only the social (cluster) identity but also the personal identity of cluster companies, thus taking into account the sometimes competing interests of cluster members. Through their leadership competencies (pure management is not enough here), Place Leaders allow cluster companies not to abandon either identity but to live out both simultaneously. For if people are encouraged to give up their personal identity in favor of a superior group identity, they may perceive the undermining of their personal identity as a threat, which then leads to efforts to clearly distinguish and distance themselves from the “superior” group (Prasch et al., 2022).

Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication causes cluster members to develop an understanding of why joining a cluster can potentially add value to them, why there is a need for cooperation, and why they need to develop their own goals within the framework of the cluster to achieve the holistic cluster objective. Understanding the competitive framework and the potential added value of cluster membership paves the way for willingness to engage in a cluster. If the need to act and cooperate is recognized, involving cluster members in cluster management decision-making processes helps members pursue the cluster strategy more convincingly, become more committed to the cluster, become more engaged, and thus actively participate in the cluster's success. Involving cluster members in internal cluster decision-making processes also leads to increased trust in the cluster management, the cluster strategy and the cluster as a whole. Only when the cluster members trust the management and one another are they willing to open up and cooperate. Over time, trust also leads to commitment to the cluster, which is accompanied by identification with the cluster. The individual cluster members increasingly break out of their silo thinking and think in a more networked way which has a strong impact on initially competing companies follow then common goals and values and become more and more committed to the cluster idea as such. A common identity leads to an increase in motivation to become increasingly involved in the cluster and to continue to pursue the cluster objective in order to achieve the common cluster vision, even in the face of possible difficulties.

It is important to note that the individual success determinants are not to be understood in hierarchical order, but rather are mutually dependent and complementary. A genuinely Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication has the effect of stimulating all six success-defining factors. However, this requires an open and cooperative cluster environment, which is why cluster management should not be designed as a top-down system but should pursue a bottom-up approach utilizing Place Leadership, as shown in Figure 4.


[image: Figure 4]
FIGURE 4
 Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC).




Discussion

The Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC) model builds on the premise that clusters and organizations share some common characteristics such as the existence of goals, strategies, and values; management of activities and planning of future actions; and the need for communication. We hypothesize that, at their heart, the communication of clusters and organizations share similar goals and, therefore, have similar core functions and elements. Based on these shared characteristics, we apply the six organizational success determinants understanding, employee participation, trust, commitment, identification with the organization and motivation, which are positively influenced by good internal communication, to the cluster context. In doing so, we define understanding, cluster members' participation, trust, commitment, identification with the cluster, and motivation, as determinants of success for cluster development, successful and goal-directed cluster operation, and a sustainable establishment of clusters. While these assumptions are plausible (they follow a logical consistency and are consistent with existing knowledge), it is important to note that the plausibility of a model based on assumptions and theoretical considerations alone is not sufficient to prove its correctness. For this reason, the Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication model should be validated through systematic and rigorous empirical testing.

The EPLCC model shows the crucial role that Effective internal Cluster Communication plays in cluster development and the success factors that shape it. However, the model does not show which concrete communication tools and channels are used to promote the six mutually dependent and complementary success factors of understanding, cluster members' participation, trust, commitment, identification with the cluster, and motivation. The model provides a theoretical framework that explains why Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication is critical to cluster success, but it does not go into detail about how to practically implement that communication. Further investigation or study would be required to determine the specific communication tools and channels used to promote the aforementioned success factors. This could include, for example, qualitative interviews or surveys of members of successful Place Leader-led clusters to gain insight into their actual communication practices. This way, it would be possible to identify which specific means of communication, such as meetings, digital platforms, information sessions, or face-to-face conversations, are most effective in promoting understanding, cluster members' participation, trust, commitment, identification with the cluster, and motivation among cluster members. Identifying suitable communication tools and channels tailored to the specific requirements and needs of the cluster is an essential step in putting the theoretical insights of the EPLCC model into practice, thus effectively promoting cluster development.



Conclusion

Communication is key to the success of organizations as a system of individuals working together toward common objectives. In the context of cluster management, communication within the cluster, especially between the cluster leadership and the multitude of cluster members, plays a particularly important role in successful and effective cluster development. Clusters typically operate in a regional context characterized by multi-agents, multi-objectives, multi-visions, and pluralistic processes, methods, and goals. With the multitude of actors involved in a cluster, it is often a major challenge to balance the different cultures and institutional agendas and find common ground and mutual benefit. The decision to share initiatives in the field of technical and technological innovation with the other actors in the area is not a foregone conclusion. Due to sometimes converging expectations, values, and interests, obstacles such as mistrust, lack of interest, or unwillingness to cooperate can arise.

By conceptualizing Effective internal Cluster Communication and Place Leadership as determinants of successful cluster development, we show in this article that Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication enables clusters to find common, cooperative, and collaborative ways of working together. In the manner of the Dual Identity Theory, it is important to address and maintain both the personal and the social identity of the cluster members. We define Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC) as “The communication within a cluster, between the Place Leader, the cluster management and the cluster members, which enables the process of clear, distinct, purposeful and successful exchange of ideas, thoughts, opinions, knowledge and data within the cooperative and open cluster environment created by the Place Leader's personality, to develop understanding, cluster members' participation, trust, commitment, identification with the cluster and motivation, thereby influencing the success of the cluster.” Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication is a central element for cluster development, for successful and targeted cluster work, and for the sustainable establishment of the cluster.

With our article, we contribute to further research and understanding of how clusters work. There is a large body of cluster literature, but little attention has been paid to communication in clusters. This paper demonstrates the critical role that successful intra-cluster communication plays in cluster development. By applying the existing organizational communication literature to the cluster context and using the Place Leadership literature to conceptualize collaborative cluster management, as well as drawing on the insights of the Dual Identity Theory, we extend the existing literature with the model of Effective Place Leader Cluster Communication (EPLCC). The article offers numerous points of reference for further research in cluster communication and cluster leadership, establishment, and management.
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