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Resumen:  

 

Digitization or Industry 4.0 in regions, clusters and districts is a very nascent 

phenomenon that remains under-researched (e.g.Pagano et al., 2021; Bettiol et al., 2021; 

Hervas-Oliver et al., 2019). This study analyzes place-based innovation policy for 

digitizing traditional industrial districts (MIDs). In particular, we compare different 

Industry 4.0 initiatives across industrial districts in Spain, analyzing the different 

approach followed in each of them for tailoring to each place.  

This study approaches Industry 4.0 in MIDs by analyzing the initiatives undertaken in 

Spanish industrial districts by research and transfer institutes (RTIs) that support and 

promote digitization in their focal territories. Assuming that RTIs complement and 

support knowledge generation and diffusion in districts (e.g. Cooke et al., 1997; García-

Quevedo and Mas-Verdú, 2008; Hervas-Oliver et al., 2012; Belso et al., 2018), we 

analyze their activities to co-design and implement digitization initiatives along with 

policymakers and other local actors, following a place-sensitive adaptation of the same 

regional policy program.  

In this context, we ask the following question that constitutes this study’s goal: how are 

developed place-based innovation policies to digitize districts?  

We refer to place-based innovation policies (e.g. Wolfe and Creutzberg, 2005; Barca 

2009; Ebbekink & Arnoud Lagendijk, 201; Neumark and Simpson, 2015; Dohse, 



 

 

Fornahl & Vehrke, 2018; Magro and Wilson, 2019) as initiatives built upon associative 

structures of governance that are bottom-up, decentralized, open, consultative, involve 

local actor coordination and allows the co-design of those initiatives by public and 

private stakeholders that present a common understanding about the territory and its 

change. Similarly, Feldman and Lowe (2018) posit that effective policies are based 

upon bottom-up endogenous negotiations among local actors that include subsequent 

adaptations and incremental changes in response to changing conditions. These 

initiatives are constructed upon creative actions and collective decisions that take into 

account local social conditions and the interactions of actors in the policy. This 

collective learning occurs in local communities of practices that share a set of problems 

or expertise and interact, and are based upon social practice and interactive learning, 

where people learn through engaging in a social practice and interactive learning, 

building upon the basis of collectively shared understanding of a territory’s strategic 

needs and priorities (Ebbekink & Arnoud Lagendijk, 2013:749). These initiatives are 

oriented to solve future problems, present a diversity of multi-actors, and are oriented to 

joining complementary capabilities from different actors and industries, enticing cross-

fertilization of ideas and promoting joint or collective action (e.g. Uotila et al., 2012). 

Magro and Wilson (2019) refer to a similar concept, highlighting the debate and co-

design of initiatives by different local stakeholders that cross-fertilize ideas to find a 

solution in a collaborative atmosphere.  

We argue that designing and implementing digitization in districts requires from 

collective actions and collective actors. By collective actor, we refer to public and 

private organizations formed by a coalition of industry, government and science 

representatives that are geographically, institutionally and socially embedded (e.g. York 

et al., 2016).  

Thus, the study contributes to understanding much better place-based initiatives to 

digitize districts, showing how effective policies need to be tailored to the local 

specificities, technologies and actors. This study’s focal change is digitization policies 

in three different districts in Spain: the Vinalopo footwear district (e.g. Belso-Martinez 

et al., 2018), the Toy-Valley district (e.g. Balland et al., 2016) and the Ceramic tile 

district of Castellon (e.g. Hervas-Oliver et al., 2017). This study’s method includes 

literature review and empirical evidence through 24 interviews. 
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