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ABSTRACT 

The social innovation in clusters is a novelty for Romania and the paper presents a 

scientific method to evaluate and monitor of the social innovation performances in 

clusters. Clusters are drivers of entrepreneurship, innovation, economic growth and 

jobs. The paper intends to focus on the objectives related on the innovative capacity of 

clusters and of linkages that involve social relationships or networks that produce 

benefits for the cluster members, on the competitiveness of clusters and their potential 

of creating new jobs, on tools and measures to increase social innovation and on social 

awareness within cluster for closing the gap between the needs of cluster members and 

the educational/R&D output to reduce the gap between clusters from EU and Ro. From 

a methodological point of view, the research paper encompasses 4 components: 1) 

Cluster development in Romania and promotion of social innovation, 2) Elaboration of 

a scientific method to improve the cluster impact on innovation, economic growth and 

social integration, 3) Expected results using specific tools for the new method 

developed (social innovation audit; benchmarks; foresights; IP audit; specific 

questionnaires) and a large scale dissemination including: a Guide on social innovation 

in clusters in the near future; the creation of the Ro-EU cluster networks and a national 

platform for collaboration on social innovation in Romania, 4) Conclusions on cluster 

willingness to embrace this concept of social innovation primarily because there is a 

new sense of urgency in the need to find solutions to many of the clusters problems.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The social innovation is a challenge for the social sciences and clusters. The research 

paper takes into consideration a comparative EU-Ro analysis on clusters and the 

dimensions of social innovation. At the EU level, one of the new requirements is to 

invest in social innovation activities. The social innovation in clusters is a novelty for 

Romania and the paper presents a scientific method to evaluate and monitor of the 

social innovation performances in clusters. All clusters are unique, differing in scope, 

number of SMEs, composition, size, trajectories of development and adjustment to 

external circumstances. Three factors are critical to cluster success: collaboration, skills 

and abilities of people in the workforce and cluster management and capacity for 

innovation. Successful cluster initiatives develop roadmaps to help understand where 
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they are, where they want to be and how they plan to get there. Clusters are drivers of 

entrepreneurship, innovation, economic growth and jobs [1].  

From a methodological point of view, the research paper encompasses 4 components: 1) 

Cluster development in Romania and promotion of social innovation in view to identify 

the principal gaps EU-RO 2) Elaboration of a scientific method to improve the cluster 

impact on innovation, economic growth and social integration, including EU to Ro 

exchange of best practices and testing of the method at the level of the pilot clusters. 3) 

Expected results using specific tools (social innovation audit; benchmarks; foresights; 

IP audit; specific questionnaires) and a large scale dissemination activities including: 

the elaboration of a Guide on social innovation in clusters in the near future; the 

creation of the Ro-EU cluster networks and a national platform for collaboration on 

social innovation in Romania. 4) Conclusions on cluster willingness to embrace this 

concept of social innovation primarily because there is a new sense of urgency in the 

need to find solutions to many of the clusters problems [2]. This research will lead to 

increasing interest in understanding the importance of social innovation issues and 

public policies associated with successful cluster development. 

1. Cluster Development in Romania and Promotion of Social Innovation 

The first cluster policy initiatives in Romania were launched in 2009 to identify 

potential clusters in the Romanian regions. In 2010, the Ministry of Economy-

Directorate for Industrial Policies launched the Research Program for Industry- 

INOVCLUSTER projects to disseminate the cluster concept with all stakeholders 

(industry, mainly SMEs, R&D entities, public administration and catalyst institutions) 

and to elaborate a Guide for implementation the innovative cluster concept in Romania. 

This program had the aim of developing a systematic approach to cluster development, 

to promote and strengthen the cluster policy and to gain experience. It focused on pilot 

clusters: automotive, ICT, wood, mechatronics and agro-food. During the period 2011-

2017, the objectives of the cluster policy in Romania are focused on strengthening 

innovation within clusters and of SMEs as well as on cluster internationalization, on 

supporting the new jobs creation and innovative solutions to social problems. 

In Romania, clusters have emerged naturally and “bottom-up” being mainly industry 

driven ones, out of which the most important examples are those of the automotive-

mechatronics sectors (Dacia Renault Pole of Competitiveness, AUTOMOTIVEST 

Cluster, Ford Automotive Sud Vest Oltenia), agro-food (Ind-Agro Pole Cluster, Agro 

Transilvania Cluster, Agro-Food Cluster Sf.Gheorghe), green energy (ROSENC 

Cluster, Green Energy Cluster), ICT (iTechSylvania Cluster, ALT Cluster for 

Innovation and Technology) and creative sectors (ASTRICO Cluster, TMW Sud Est 

Cluster, RTC Bucharest Cluster, Mobilier Transilvan Cluster). Furthermore, advanced 

are also clusters driven by universities (Cluj IT Cluster, ELINCLUS Cluster, INOMAR 

Cluster, IMAGO MOL Iasi, BioROne Cluster, ELI-NP Magurele) or by catalyst 

institutions (Pro Wood Cluster driven by the wood producers’ association in the county 

of Covasna; CONSTRUCT Cluster driven by the Regional Development Agency SV 

Oltenia). Thus, the Romania experience shows an adaptation of the triple helix 

paradigm (industry-R&D- public authorities) to a so called „Four Clover Model”, the 

fourth actor being represented by catalyst institutions such as technology transfer 

centres, chambers of commerce, consultancy organisations. Romanian Cluster Mapping 

identified in Romania more than 90 clusters and poles of competitiveness (networks of 
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regional clusters) in various economic sectors but with a cross-sectoral approach. 

Today, Romania has embryonic and established clusters and few of them are mature. 10 

of these mature clusters gained silver label and 30 clusters bronze label based on a 

benchmarking exercise lead by VDI/VDE from Germany. CLUSTERO - the Romanian 

Cluster Association is created in July 2011 and support clusters in their 

internationalization. 

The internationalization of the Romanian clusters through networks covers a range of 

activities that influence both South East Europe country policies and directly produce 

benefits for the region and country in which the cluster is located: access to knowledge, 

access to new markets, access to key infrastructures, access to new products and forms 

of collaboration.  

Clusters offer a vibrant environment for SMEs (cooperation, infrastructure, skills, and 

innovation). Enterprises, mainly SMEs, participate actively in cluster collaboration and 

innovative networks because this gives them access to new knowledge, new business 

partners and other advantages that can strengthen their innovation, sales and export. 

Many Romanian clusters are already focusing on areas with significant social 

challenges, for instance within energy, environment, welfare, health, tourism, agro-food 

and modern housing [3]. 

Romania is strongly in favour of a broad concept of innovation that includes not only 

technological innovation but also non-technological, social, institutional, organizational 

and behavioural innovation. The growth of social innovation, both in Romania and 

internationally, has been significant over the last few years, during which time there has 

been considerable evolution in the concept and a widening of its application. The more 

appropriate definition of social innovation within clusters could be that from [4] “A 

social innovation can be a new product, production process, or technology (much like 

innovation in general), but it can also be a principle, an idea, a new organization, a 

social movement, a new method, an intervention, or some combination of them[5]. 

Clusters could promote and support social innovations as products and services. Many 

social innovations in clusters have to do with service innovation. This includes 

innovation in services and in service products, new or improved ways of designing and 

producing services, and innovation in service firms, institutes and industries – 

organisational innovations and the management of innovation processes, within service 

organisations. Social design is also used as a term to describe particular approaches to 

social innovation and also meant to empower cluster members to invent together 

solutions to economic and social problems. Social innovation within clusters go through 

four stages, from ideas, prototypes, implementation to a final stage that is to scale up so 

that the new approach makes a real impact and becomes part of the cluster strategy and 

work. It very important that the regional authorities design programmes within the smart 

specialization strategies to stimulate a pipeline of projects at each stage which can then 

be promoted to the next. 

Research and academic studies with respect to social innovation and specifically within 

clusters are more recent, particularly in Sweden, Norway, UK, Denmark, France, US 

and Canada. The key elements of social innovation within clusters are focused on the 

ability to mobilise different members as well as financial resources and to work in 

partnership and with a social impact. There are new ways of working involve different 

types of partnerships (public/private, profit/non-profit, and public/profit/non-profit); the 
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adoption of cross-sectoral strategies and the development of new networks and means of 

networking. In view to develop and disseminate the social innovation within clusters the 

research paper takes into consideration some conditions both external like restructuring 

of the social-economic environment, the favourable legal framework and support 

institutions and internal like the collaboration between cluster members, the strategy and 

the innovative products and services for « niches » markets. 

Many social innovation projects received already Structural Fund support (2014-2020, 

financing of social innovation has been explicitly integrated in the Structural Funds 

Regulations through the ERDF and the ESF). The European Commission is developing 

also a European Cluster Excellence Initiative (ECEI) and introducing a quality label for 

cluster organizations, which is only to be awarded to the elite among cluster 

organizations in Europe. Furthermore, the European Commission recently set up a 

special unit for cluster and network policy, which is to promote efficient eco systems for 

innovation, smart specialization, internationalization of cluster organizations just as it is 

to promote excellent cluster organizations. The key objectives of the EU strategy on 

clusters are focused on assisting Member States developing more world-class clusters in 

the EU for the benefit of SME and promoting cluster cooperation at EU level to 

facilitate SME internationalization and support the development of new world-leading 

competences. 

The objectives of this research are focused on the followings: 

 To increase innovative capacity of clusters and of linkages that involve social 

relationships;  

 To increase the competitiveness of clusters and the potential of creation new jobs;  

 To stimulate interdisciplinary research by means of fostering cross - sectorial cluster 

cooperation as well as the social awareness within clusters;  

 To intensify cluster networking and cross-fertilization by making links between 

clusters from EU and Romania, partnerships including staff exchanges and mobility 

schemes between clusters that is crucial also to the identification and growth of 

emerging industries;  

 To offer important tools and measures to increase social innovation within clusters 

and to become models of good practices for other clusters.  

The main technical and scientific barriers that exist now are related to: 

 An insufficient expertise regarding support for social innovation within clusters;  

 An insufficient cooperation and networking between stakeholders of clusters on the 

dimensions of social innovation; 

 A clear lack of exploitation of innovative solutions to address the social challenges;  

 The traditional concepts and models of innovation are not adequate to understand 

socially driven innovation; 

 A lack of financing and competences on social innovation; 

 Miss of the appropriate methodology to evaluate the social innovation cluster 

performances. 

2. An evaluation method of social innovation in clusters 

The research paper proposes for the first time in Romania an evaluation method of 

social innovation in clusters which will be a component of a research methodology. 

Similarly to determination of SMEs innovation level, establishing a cluster social 

innovation level can be performed by means of the following formula, which is based 
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on average score calculation for each of assessment criteria, based on product between 

the score granted to each indicator corresponding to each assessment criterion and 

relevant indicator weight within that assessment criterion:  

Gsoic = {[(C1,1 x p1,1) + ... + (C1,n x p1,n)]/n} +... + {[(Cm,1 x pm,1) + ... + (Cm,j x pm,j)]/j}  

where: GSOIC - social innovation degree in cluster; Cj,k - score given to indicator k 

related to assessment criterion j; pj,k weight granted to indicator k within the assessment 

criterion j. 

The sum of shares allotted to indicators within each assessment criterion is 1.  

In accordance with the technical literature studied and based on our expertise, the 

following assessment criteria, respectively the following indicators related to these 

criteria have been established.  

Criteria of assessment of social innovation/ indicators related to these criteria are:  

 C.1.Labour force employed in cluster: C.1.1.1 Unemployment rate; C.1.1.2 No of 

employees; C.1.1.3 No. of new jobs; C.1.1.4 No of young employers;C.1.1.5 No of 

women employed;  

 C.2 Social responsibility: C.2.1 % taxes paid by the employer for employees; C.2.2 

% employees health or life insurance paid by employer; C.2.6 Share of wages bigger 

than minimum wage per economy; C.2.7 No. of conduit codes elaborated and 

implemented; C.2.8 No. of material incentives granted to employees (prizes, gifts, 

bonuses etc.); C.2.9 No of labour accidents registered; C.2.10 No of environment-

related incidents registered; C.2.11 No of implemented standards on health and 

safety; C 2.12 Total investment in social responsibility;  

 C.3 Working conditions: C.3.1No. of health and security working systems (OHSAS 

18001) implemented; C.3.2 No. of environment management systems (ISO 14001) 

or EMAS implemented; C.3.3 Value of expenses aimed to improve the working 

environment;  

 C.4 Social inclusion: C.4.1 Conditions for employing disadvantaged people, 

including Roma population; C.4.2 Facilities created for employed disadvantaged 

people; C.4.3 Share of disadvantaged people, including the Roma nationality 

persons employed; C.4.4 No. of social enterprises in cluster;  

 C.5 Development of human resources: C.5.1 No. of education institutions in cluster; 

C.5.2 No. of vocational training centres within the cluster; C.5.3 Average number of 

trained persons/year; C.5.4 Annual value of expenses granted by employer for 

employees training/ perfecting courses.  

Having in view the fact that social innovation is a dynamic process, within the method 

of monitoring the cluster social innovation degree, now the cluster social innovation 

tendency will be analysed and compared to the previous assessment (at moment t0), 

according to relations derived from the following formula: 

 ΔGsoic = {[p1,1 x (Ct
1,1 – C0

1,1) + ... + p1,n x (Ct
1,n – C0

1,n)]/n} +... + {[pm,1 x (Ct
m,1 – 

C0
m,1) + ... + pm,n x (Ct

m,j – C0
m,j)]/j} 

where: Ct
j,k - score given to indicator k related to assessment criterion j, at moment t and 

pj,k - weight given to indicator k within the assessment criterion j.  

Depending on obtained social innovation degree, clusters will frame within SI levels:  

-Level I of social innovation: for GSOIC between [9-10] – high level of social innovation; 
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-Level II of social innovation: for GSOIC between [7-9) – medium level of social 

innovation; 

-Level III of social innovation: for GSOIC between [4-7) – acceptable level of social 

innovation; 

-Level VI of social innovation: for GSOIC between (0-4) – low level of social innovation. 

Depending on obtained social innovation levels, a set of recommendations for 

improving innovation degree of cluster is performed, which takes part from 

methodology of growing the impact of clusters on innovation, economic growth and 

social integration. Among 50 clusters in Romania, which will be subject of new 

research studies, the functional model was tested firstly for one cluster in Romania (Ind 

Agro Pole Cluster). At the initial assessment of innovation level, that took place in 

2015, we took into account the existing information in 2014 (as reference date) when 

monitoring the social innovation degree (variation of social innovation degree 

calculation).  

For each cluster, the assessment is performed by minimum 3 independent evaluators 

(one expert in technical field corresponding to the respective field, one expert in social 

sciences domain and one expert in economic sciences domain). For estimating the score 

of every indicator corresponding to each evaluation criterion, respectively for estimating 

the correct weight given to every evaluation indicator, one started from the existing data 

in technical literature and information obtained by participation in technical events, 

respectively within best practices exchange as well as from knowledge gained in 

training course (conference), attended by the research team. For achieving these 

estimated values, statistic surveys (questionnaires, interviews, workshops) for the 

Romanian clusters were carried out.  

The researchers identified the respondents using the database for clusters of the Ministry 

of Economy and the database of regional and local authorities, chambers of commerce 

and industry, with respect of ethical principle. Evaluation criteria for cluster social 

innovation have a more or less contribution to clusters impact on the three components 

comprised by the methodology elaborated within the research project: innovation, 

economic growth and social integration.  

Table 1  

Social innovation evaluation criteria 
Contribution of social innovation evaluation criterion 

on: (%) 

No.  Social issues Innovation 
Economic  

growth 

Social  

integration 

1 Cluster Employment P11 P12 P13 

2 Social Responsibility P21 P22 P23 

3 Work Conditions P31 P32 P33 

4 Social Inclusion P41 P42 P43 

5 Human resource development P51 P52 P53 

6 
Assessment criteria contribution 

on social innovation 

R1 = 

(P11+ …+ P 51) 

R2= 

(P12+ …+ P 52) 

R3 = 

(P13+ …+ P 53) 

Similarly to determination of SME-s innovation level for determining this contribution, 

each evaluation criterion of clusters social innovation was weighed by a weighing 

coefficient P, which expresses the importance level of each of the three components on 

which the research paper methodology is based (table 1). Weighting coefficients sum is 

considered to be 100. 
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Weighting values P11, . . . , P 53 will be based on existing information found in the 

literature, and based on information obtained by participating in technical events, or in 

the best practice exchange, and based on the knowledge gained in the training program 

(conference) which will be attended by team members of the research paper.  

Finalizing these estimated values was the subject for surveys (questionnaires, 

interviews, workshops) results accomplished in the research project at 50 clusters from 

Romania and minimum 2 clusters from abroad. After testing the methodology’s 

functional model in Ind Agro Pol cluster, its functionality was demonstrated at other 

clusters from Romania.  

Based on the results obtained from testing the functional model and the feedback from 

its demonstration, will be designed and produced the prototype methodology and 

specifications / user manual / user guide. The developed prototype was tested in the Ind 

Agro Pol cluster and carried out the technology transfer methodology in the process of 

clustering of disadvantaged groups from Romania, including Roma population (clusters 

based on traditional work crafts).  

This methodology stands on the base of the benchmarking performed on clusters in 

terms of social innovation and its influence on innovation growth and social integration 

and recommendations will be subject to public authorities in Romania responsible for 

policy at national and regional level. It will also be the core of copyright laws for which 

will be required protection in the further research project, the guide which will be 

developed.  

3. The original contribution and the expected results of the research 

The original contributions of the research consist in this new scientific approach in 

Romania and the new conceptual model of social innovation evaluation in clusters. The 

methodology will give the possibility to better analysing, evaluate and compare the 

social innovation cluster’s performances. Foresight exercises, project generation 

seminars, social innovation audit and business review, cross-cutting collaboration will 

be put in practice as tools for social innovation cluster development and for increasing 

their performances on the global market. The project proposes a transfer of know-how 

and innovation to clusters from abroad to Romania. 

The innovative contribution of this research consists in Integration of this new method 

for evaluation and monitoring of the social innovation performances in clusters using 

specific evaluation criteria and indicators; testing the new methodology in IND AGRO 

Pol cluster to reduce the negative impact of urban-rural divide on innovation and 

economic growth; developing an user-friendly platform -portal for the final 

beneficiaries. 

Transfer of know-how from abroad to Romania will improve these aspects of trans-

disciplinary. Elements of diversity, multilingualism and multiculturalism, they will find 

applicability, outperforming state of metaphor or statement of intent. Inter-disciplinary 

project results are related to: local development and increased social cohesion, linking 

economic activities to the local needs, sustaining activities at risk (e.g. crafts, 

agriculture) and generating social capital, social services of general interest and 

corrections of the three major labour market imbalances: unemployment generated by 

economic crisis and public sector reform, job instability, social and labour market 

exclusion of unemployed people. 
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The combination and adaptation of existing instruments and development of new ones 

(foresight exercises, project and cluster generation methodology, c2cbrokerage, social 

innovation audit, benchmarks etc.), the development of a new method of evaluation and 

monitoring of cluster performances in social innovation, represent as many elements of 

novelty which place this research project beyond the state of the art. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This scientific research encourages cross-disciplinary approaches and involvement of 

the socio-economic sciences. Based on our findings and analysis, we make a number of 

recommendations to be taken into consideration by all interested parties: 

 An overall strategy or a public experimental program to support social innovation in 

Romania should be developed by leaders and experts from all sectors and applied 

further on clusters; 

 Further research and study on social innovation needs within clusters to be 

encouraged by government and other parties, and data sources and research 

infrastructure need to be established; 

 In the short term, specific areas within social innovation that need to be examined 

include cross-sectorial strategies and relationships; social financing; funding models 

and mechanisms; governance issues; and accountability and evaluation in the social 

innovation field; 

 A national event should be created to bring together leaders and experts from all 

sectors. Practitioners and researchers across the field of social innovation would be 

able to connect and to share effective practices, governance and collaboration 

processes, knowledge transfer, and capacity-building; this would help to build 

capacity for social innovation. 
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