Clusters3 Conference
Innovation Workshop Findings
22.03.18

Overview
Invest NI’s event team asked Big Motive to design
and facilitate a workshop as a key element of the
Clusters3 conference. We approached the
workshop with a plan to generate raw material that
could help to shape a clusters policy for Northern
Ireland. We set out to achieve this outcome by
facilitating a series of collaborative exercises with
the goal of solving a set of specific problems
through the formation of clusters.
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Workshop structure
We facilitated the workshop with teams assembled
from the audience of conference attendees. Each
team discussed their observations from the
morning sessions with a view to agreeing on a
problem to be solved through a series of creative
exercises, designed to focus the teams’ thinking on
the benefit of forming clusters. The workshop was
structured as follows:
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1.

Active listening – Capture ‘kites and
anchors’ (things that can help us along and
things that could hold us back) from
speakers and keynotes

2.

‘How Might We’ – Agree a ‘bite-sized’
problem to solve, and develop opportunity
statement for team to work on

3.

‘World Of..’ – Design the ideal cluster to
solve your problem

4.

Advertising Campaign – Create an ‘ad
campaign’ that articulates the benefits and
principles behind your cluster

5.

Cluster Canvas – Assemble the key
elements of previous exercises into an
action plan in the form of cluster canvas

01 Active Listening
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Participants were given an ‘active listening’ brief at
the start of the day to gather ‘clues’ from all of the
speakers to feed into the creative session in the
afternoon. Using a simple structure - ‘Kites and
Anchors’, they captured ‘things that could help us
along’ (kites), and ‘things that could hold us back’
(anchors) on post-its, to use as inputs for
generating solutions.
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Example ‘Kites’ Things that could help us
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Example ‘Anchors’ Things that could hold us back

02 How Might We
Teams assembled and discussed their anchors
observed from the morning. Six of the seven teams
decided on a specific and having brainstormed a
set of questions, converged upon a single
opportunity question to work on. The following
questions were defined by the teams:

●

●

How might we get the users closer to or
more closely involved with the clusters so
that businesses can align their innovation
efforts towards user needs?
How might we improve cluster manager
training to positively influence cooperation
among SMEs and therefore build trust?
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●

●

●

●

How might we engage the SME sector into
adopting a joint strategy to foster
sustainable competitiveness and growth
while maintaining motivation and interest?
How might we overcome the barrier of
regional thinking to become more
internationally competitive and to provide a
safe space for clusters to flourish?
How might we develop the cluster
managers to grow clusters and inform
policy?
How might we create an environment of
trust to enable stakeholders to work
together?

02 How Might We – analysis
Following discussion, participants prioritised the following
problems as the greatest barriers needing to be addressed.

FOCUSING ON THE HUMAN DIMENSION

BLUEPRINT FOR ENGAGEMENT

The end user or customer is often detached from the problem
the cluster has been set up to tackle. So how can clusters be
formed around a problem that exists for an individual or
audience? How can the cluster formed and managed to ensure
it never loses sight of this human dimension?

Effective clusters are able to maintain motivation throughout a
given project. It is essential that cluster members are aligned
on a set of goals and growing capability with a view to
economic growth. How might clusters be managed effectively
to clearly define the cluster’s purpose as well as ensuring
alignment with members?

NEED FOR SKILLED CLUSTER MANAGERS
For clusters to work properly, they must be formed for optimal
collaboration. This requires agreement upon a shared set of
goals, an understanding of what each cluster member is
bringing to the table and trust between members throughout
the cluster? These aspects of an effective cluster don’t emerge
organically and therefore need to be facilitated and nurtured
by a skilled cluster manager. But how might we create a
process for training cluster managers, ensuring that more
clusters are managed effectively and that policy is informed by
success?
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CLUSTERING FOR INTERNATIONAL IMPACT
Clusters can offer an effective solution for international
competitiveness but this needs to be understood by members
and members need to enter the cluster committed to the goal
of internationalisation. How can clusters be set up to ensure
that narrow regional thinking is set aside to make way for a
more ambitious set of objectives?

03 Solutions
Using a projective exercise to imagine solutions around the
ideal cluster, teams each designed the ‘World Of..’ to
describe what their ideal cluster might be.

●

●

Extend the 3D model into 4D - (Windmill model).
Facilitating a citizen initiative - the cluster should
serve a purpose to civil society and not just firms,
universities and government. Make it easily
accessible and with a common language.
Continuously gathering feedback for better
innovation. Being clear on the benefits to each user
Bigger picture for the greater good - aligned
around common goals and complementary skills;
technical, commercial, interpersonal, creative and
innovative.
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●

Managing the power imbalance through a joint
strategy to encourage and sustain positive
competitiveness and growth - make it transparent
with shared benefits, and access to networks to
accelerate growth

●

For clusters managers to positively influence SMEs,
they need to be trained in a way that is
cross-sectoral with a global mindset - upskilling,
focusing on social skills. The whole is greater than
the sum of the parts - Academia, SMEs and Policy
Makers can drive positive change by teaming up
and becoming more open in achieving goals

03 Solutions
●

●

Cluster excellence model to support cluster
managers, and to make the clusters a brand in
their own right. Dynamic, flexible model,
context specific and reacts quickly to
ecosystem. DIgitally enabled in structure regional, national and international. Empowers
managers in best practice leadership for the
betterment of the whole cluster
DIverse structure (SMEs, companies,
academics). Mutually beneficial with a culture
of trust and improved visibility - pre-empt
potential issues. Legal identity umbrella
organisation - select community aiming for
economic impact by joining forces
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●

‘One World’ - environment of openness, trust
and working together. Shared commercial
focus, clear governance. Open to all levels of
skill, innovation and experience. Tech driven,
data-sharing cloud. Contracts and IP

●

Balance and optimise collaboration and
competitiveness - cluster formed of select and
diverse members, with mutually leveraged
benefits and an ethos of trust. Identify the right
challenges to encourage collaboration. 1 & 1 = 4;
agreed vision and commercial goal

03 Solutions – analysis
The essence of the ideal cluster can be summarised in the following ‘themes’;
LIFT THE CURTAIN ON CLUSTERS

UNITED POWER OF CLUSTERS

The word cluster is a mystery to many. We need to make it easy
to understand and access clusters, and have a common
language around what it stands for and how it benefits users.
Having an inclusive policy around how the groups are structured
to allow for user-led and SME perspective as well as the usual
suspects - businesses, academics and government.

By having a joint strategy and access to networks in specific
areas of expertise, we can create strong and competitive
collaboration. How can we give people access to the right
people and information at the right time, so they have the
foresight to pre-empt what’s coming next, and to do something
meaningful with it? How can we optimise collaboration and
competitiveness?

BIGGER PICTURE FOR THE GREATER GOOD
When it comes to creating socio-economic growth, 1 & 1 = 4. How
can we encourage that diverse range of skills and experience,
and foster the spirit of collaboration? We need to be clear on the
benefits and communicate that the whole is greater than the sum
of the parts. By inviting users to contribute equally and share
knowledge, they can create economic growth and accelerate
innovation. How can we encourage sharing in an open and
transparent way, and build strong bonds of trust?
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THE KNOWLEDGE
For clusters to flourish, the right training and skills are necessary
to get the foundations right and make it grow - and this comes
from the top down. Those managing the clusters need to be
trained in a way that is cross-sectoral, with a global mindset upskilling, focusing on the social skills. How can we ensure the
right tools and practises are in place within clusters to get them
off the ground and ensure they’re successful?

03 Solutions - Benefits of the ‘ideal cluster’
The second step in generating the ‘ideal cluster’ was for
teams to articulate the ruling principle, benefits and
structures behind each cluster, through designing an ‘Ad
Campaign’ to attract their target audience to their ‘World Of..’
●

Interdisciplinary learning: support, sharing knowledge.
Diverse structure with a culture of trust & transparency

●

Increase wealth & sales through sharing and
building together

●

Access to global opportunities & networks

●

●

Strong R&D partnerships

Empowerment, best practice and leadership for
the betterment of all

●

Small & connected

●

●

The whole is greater than the sum of the parts multiplied efforts

Easily accessible and inclusive of civil society,
not just businesses, government and
academics

●

Visionary - the ability to pre-empt potential issues
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03 Solutions - Guiding Principles/Beliefs
●

Socio-economic growth

●

Accessible to different levels of skills
and experience

●

Transparent & trustworthy environment

●

Open minded and inclusive

●

●

Access to competitive intelligence,
leading to specialist groups/ projects

Establish collaborative partnerships,
particularly with academia

●

Strong & competitive collaboration

●

Challenging our limits together

●

Inspire successful enterprise

●

Led by enterprise, learning & training

●

Rowing the boat in one direction

●

Learn from each other

●

Joint strategy to accelerate growth

●

Human and empathetic - no jargon,
speak in simple, real terms

●

Celebrate success and learn from mistakes
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03 Solutions - Structures/Tools
●

Digital platform, mentoring, networking

●

Establish a standard framework

●

Provide online training to benchmark

●

Create tiered partnerships (gold, silver, bronze)

●

Have contracts and IP in place

●

Free collaborative intelligence as
shared currency

●

Legal identity

●

Improved visibility of market trends

●

Early market insight/foresight to build critical mass

●

Dynamic, flexible and responsive
excellence model
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Cluster Canvas
1. Opportunity Question
Insert your ‘How might we’

2. How we solved it
Describe the Cluster solution you came up with for the
‘World of.. ‘exercise

4. Why it makes a difference
How it solves a need - potential impact

5. What needs to happen next?
Actions to move it forward
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3. Bring it to life
In more detail - What are all of the principles,
benefits, structure and beliefs of your ideal Cluster
(from your Ad Campaign)

Cluster Canvas
Team outputs
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Cluster Canvas

Thanks
Visit us @ bigmotive.com

