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Extended Abstract

The aim of this dissertation is to deepen the understanding of the impacts on Regional and Industrial
Cluster Development brought about by digitization, especially digital platforms, from an economic
geography perspective. The emergence of the platform economy marks the latest phase of the current
digital revolution, with the most powerful platforms becoming new social infrastructures. This study
focuses on the impact of e-commerce platforms on regional economic development in China, which
hosts the largest e-commerce markets in the world. These platforms are booming and affect not only
as pivotal supports for economic digitalization but also as hubs for entrepreneurial practices. The
opportunities created by platform-medisated marketplaces support the development of an ecosystem
of producers, distributors, and professional service providers, and attract many entrepreneurs, known
as platform-dependent entrepreneurs. Furthermore, an increasing number of underdeveloped and
remote areas are also leveraging these platforms for entrepreneurship and innovation. Thus, platforms
influence not only the existing industries within regional economies but also facilitate the emergence
of new industries in some regions.

This dissertation explores the multifaceted impacts of digital platforms on regional development and
industrial clusters within China from an economic geography perspective. Based on Critical Realism
philosophy, the study employs a multi-scalar, multi-perspective, and multi-methodological
framework to comprehensively understand how digital platforms such as e-commerce reshape
economic landscapes and cluster dynamics.

The dissertation is structured into five main chapters, beginning with a thorough review of existing
paradigms in economic geography, subsequently focusing on evolutionary economic geography and
relational economic geography. It discusses the integration of these paradigms with spatial ontology
in human geography, which challenges traditional concepts of space and place.

Empirical sections of the study detail how digital platforms influence regional economies differently
across various locations in China from both regional and cluster subjects/scales, emphasizing the dual
role of platforms in both enabling and constraining economic development. Through case studies of
village and county-level regional analysis and three furniture clusters analysis, the dissertation
illustrates the transformative potential of platforms in facilitating new economic industries and
upgrading existing industries.

Key contributions of this research include advancing the concept of "engaged pluralism” within
economic geography, refining the understanding of how digital platforms interact with regional
economies through a lens that merges evolutionary and relational thinking, and offering a nuanced
view of digital platform impacts on economic activities. The study's findings challenge the dominance
of Western perspectives in economic geography, suggesting policy implications and strategies for
leveraging digital platforms for long-term regional and cluster development.

Finally, the dissertation outlines the limitations of focusing predominantly on China and the
manufacturing sector, proposing future research directions that could explore digital platform impacts
across more diverse international contexts and other economic sectors. This work not only enriches
academic discussions but also provides actionable insights for policymakers and stakeholders aiming
to harness digital platforms for regional economic transformation.



Erweiterte Zusammenfassung

Diese Dissertation zielt darauf ab, das Verstandnis der Auswirkungen der Digitalisierung, insbesondere
digitaler Plattformen, auf die regionale und industrielle Clusterentwicklung aus der Perspektive der
Wirtschaftsgeographie zu vertiefen. Das Aufkommen der Plattform&konomie markiert die neueste
Phase der aktuellen digitalen Revolution, wobei die mdachtigsten Plattformen zu neuen sozialen
Infrastrukturen werden. Diese Studie konzentriert sich auf die Auswirkungen von E-Commerce-
Plattformen auf die regionale Wirtschaftsentwicklung in China, ein Land, das die groRten E-
Commerce-Markte der Welt beherbergt. Diese Plattformen boomen und wirken nicht nur als
entscheidende Unterstitzung fur die wirtschaftliche Umstrukturierung, sondern auch als Zentren fir
unternehmerische Praktiken. Die von plattformvermittelten Marktplatzen geschaffenen Moglichkeiten
unterstUtzen die Entwicklung eines Okosystems von Produzenten, Distributoren und professionellen
Dienstleistern und ziehen viele Unternehmer an, die als plattformabhangige Unternehmer bekannt
sind. DarUber hinaus nutzen auch eine zunehmende Anzahl unterentwickelter und abgelegener
Gebiete diese Plattformen fir Unternehmertum und Innovation. Somit beeinflussen Plattformen nicht
nur die bestehenden Industrien innerhalb regionaler Volkswirtschaften, sondern erleichtern auch das
Entstehen neuer Industrien in einigen Regionen.

Diese Dissertation untersucht die vielschichtigen Auswirkungen digitaler Plattformen auf die regionale
Entwicklung und industrielle Cluster in China aus der Perspektive der Wirtschaftsgeographie. Basierend
auf der Wissenschaftsphilosophie des Kritischen Realismus verwendet die Studie einen multi-skalar,
multi-perspektivisch und multi-methodologischen Rahmen, um umfassend zu verstehen, wie digitale
Plattformen, wie E-Commerce, die wirtschaftlichen Landschaften und Clusterdynamiken umgestalten.
Die Dissertation ist in funf Hauptkapitel gegliedert, beginnend mit einer grindlichen Uberprifung
bestehender Paradigmen in der Wirtschaftsgeographie, um sich dann auf die evolutiondre
Wirtschaftsgeographie und die relationale Wirtschaftsgeographie zu konzentrieren. Sie diskutiert die
Integration dieser Paradigmen mit der rdumlichen Ontologie in der Humangeographie, die eine
Herausforderung fir traditionelle Konzepte von Raum und Ort darstellt.

Empirische Abschnitte der Studie zeigen, wie digitale Plattformen regionale Okonomien in
verschiedenen Standorten in China unterschiedlich beeinflussen, sowohl aus einer regionaler als auch
aus einer Clusterperspektive, wobei die Doppelrolle von Plattformen sowohl als Ermdglicher als auch
als Begrenzer der wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung betont wird. Durch Fallstudien auf Dorf- und
Kreisebene und drei Mobelcluster-Analysen veranschaulicht die Dissertation das transformative
Potenzial von Plattformen, neue wirtschaftliche Branchen zu erleichtern und bestehende Industrien
aufzuwerten.

Zu den wichtigsten Beitragen dieser Forschung gehoéren die Weiterentwicklung des Konzepts des
"engagierten Pluralismus" in der Wirtschaftsgeographie, die Verfeinerung des Verstandnisses daflr,
wie digitale Plattformen mit regionalen Volkswirtschaften interagieren, durch eine Perspektive, die das
evolutiondre und relationale Denken miteinander verbindet, und eine nuancierte Sicht auf die
Auswirkungen digitaler Plattformen auf wirtschaftliche Aktivitaten. Die Ergebnisse der Studie stellen
die Dominanz westlicher Perspektiven in der Wirtschaftsgeographie in Frage und schlagen politische
Implikationen und Strategien vor, um digitale Plattformen fir eine langfristige regionale und
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Clusterentwicklung zu nutzen.

Schliel’lich skizziert die Dissertation die Grenzen der Fokussierung Uberwiegend auf China und den
Produktionssektor und schlagt zukunftige Forschungsrichtungen vor, die die Auswirkungen digitaler
Plattformen in vielfaltigeren internationalen Kontexten und anderen Wirtschaftssektoren erforschen
konnten. Diese Arbeit bereichert nicht nur akademische Diskussionen, sondern bietet auch umsetzbare
Erkenntnisse fur politische Entscheidungstrager und Stakeholder, die digitale Plattformen fir die
regionale Wirtschaftstransformation nutzen méchten.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background of the Research

The rapid development of digitalization, aided by the increasingly widespread use of the internet,
smartphones, 5G technology, and other information and communication technologies (ICT),
represents a mega-trend that is profoundly influencing and transforming everyday life. This influence
extends beyond social interaction to encompass significant shifts in economic activity. Over the past
few decades, the impact of digitization on regional development has garnered widespread interest
across multiple disciplines, including economic geography, regional economics, and sustainable
studies. The emergence of the platform economy marks the latest phase in the current digital
revolution, which Kenney and Zysman (2016) have termed the Platform Era.

1.1.1 The Era of Platform

“If the industrial revolution was organized around the factory, today’s
changes are organized around these digital platforms, loosely defined. Indeed, we
are in the midst of a reorganization of our economy in which the platform owners
are seemingly developing power that may be even more formidable than was that
of the factory owners in the early industrial revolution.”

—— —— Kenney and Zysman 2016, p.62

In this era, digital platforms have revolutionized daily life, consumption, and production, giving rise to new
phenomena such as the platform economy, platform ecology, and digital entrepreneurs. These platforms,
powered by the internet, function as spaces for various industries and act as crucial infrastructures that
bridge virtual and physical economic activities (Repenning, 2022). Despite the significant role of digital
platforms in reorganizing the geographical landscape of capitalist accumulation across macro, meso, and
micro levels, their importance is still insufficiently recognized and addressed by economic geographers
(Kenney et al., 2023). With the power of the internet, digital platforms have emerged as both a new virtual
space for industry activities such as the digital content industry, mobile games, live streaming, online retall,
and online ride-hailing, and as vital infrastructure and actors bridging a variety of economic activities in
both virtual and physical spaces. Srnicek (2017) argues that the nature of platforms is a new and important
business model that brings together different groups of people, relying on and also generating network
effects. Consequently, digital platforms are an essential fulcrum for economic restructuring, reconnecting
the flow of data, money, and ultimately power (Kenney et al., 2020). Amidst the global pandemic and the

threat of a severe recession, platform giants have become more empowered and more powerful than ever.

Despite some studies recognizing the significance of China in the Platform Era, most research
published in English still focuses on large American enterprises like FAANG (Facebook, Amazon, Apple,
Netflix, and Google), often describing them as typical platforms with monopoly power, significant
capital reserves, and their destabilizing impact on labor forces, while neglecting the geographical
variations in these processes (Kenney & Zysman, 2020; Steinberg, 2020). As Zhang and Chen (2022, p.
1458) observe, “platform studies - tend to treat American and Silicon Valley experiences as universal



and other regional experiences as merely case studies of ‘universal theories™. Liang et al. (2022, p. 14)
emphasize that the facets of platform capitalism “- are all embedded in complex sociohistorical
contexts that tend to be overlooked or set aside in discussions pertaining platform capitalism”.
Therefore, this dissertation will focus on the development of the platform economy in China.

1.1.2 The Development of China’s Platform Economy

The rise of China's platform economy is closely linked to the macro-regional economic development,
transitioning from labor-intensive export-oriented industries to heavy manufacturing and, more recently,
to innovation-driven and R&D-intensive industries. Particularly in the 2000s, China's platform economy
began to develop rapidly with the rise of both traditional giants like Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent (BAT), and
emerging digital platforms such as Shein, Temu, and TikTok (Coe & Yang, 2022; Zhang & Chen, 2022). The
prevalence of digital platforms has driven a variety of online economic activities in China, including online
education, online healthcare, online takeaway, and online travel booking, among which online retail has
undoubtedly seen further explosive growth in the context of Covid-19. As The Economist (2021) aptly puts
it, "Chinese apps are to 21st-century shopping what American malls were to last century’s”". Moreover, a
unique phenomenon in the development of China's platform economy is its empowerment of rural areas:
"More obscure but no less enterprising, farmers and fishermen show off juicy apples or prize lobsters in
short videos, digital showmanship accompanied by new delivery networks that allow city dwellers to
procure the produce" (The Economist, 2021). Among the most significant and obvious developments
enabled by digital platforms in rural areas are the numerous "Taobao villages." The emergence of a large
number of Taobao villages has boosted the economies of marginal areas, providing policy guidance for
many regions to narrow the urban-rural gap and reduce regional inequalities and poverty. Poverty
alleviation through e-commerce has gained widespread recognition not only in China but also
internationally (Chao et al., 2021; Li et al., 2019; United Nations, 2015). With the digital economy burgeoning,
the surplus rural workforce is being stimulated, and more and more local or returning residents are
becoming platform-dependent entrepreneurs (World Bank, 2019). Concurrently, China's central and local
governments have made a concerted effort to revitalize the economy in rural areas by issuing preferential
regulations for digital platforms, particularly e-commerce platforms (Liu et al., 2020). According to
incomplete statistics, e-commerce poverty alleviation has led to a total of 7.71 million farmers engaging in
situ entrepreneurship and employment, driving 6.188 million poor people to increase their income (Ministry
of Commerce People’s Republic of China, 2021). Despite the significant focus on rural areas, as a major
category among many platforms, digital e-commerce platforms exist as intermediaries, two-sided markets,
and data aggregators (Kenney et al., 2023), having a substantial impact on both rural and urban regional
economic development. However, how digital platforms enter the regional economy and how they affect
existing regional industries and clusters still lack sufficient in-depth studies and explanations.

1.2 Research Motivation and Questions

My motivation for undertaking this study primarily stems from my fascination with the formidable
influence of digital platforms. In November 2020, as | commenced my doctoral studies, a remote
pastoral area in Garzé Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Sichuan Province in Western China, suddenly
received extensive attention due to a 7-second clip on Douyin (the Chinese version of TikTok). This
clip, featuring a young local named Tenzing Tsondu (Chinese name: Ding Zhen) with a sincere and



unpretentious smile against the backdrop of the highland grasslands, sparked widespread admiration
and a deep yearning for beauty and nature. In response, local government and tourism agencies
swiftly capitalized on the heightened visibility provided by digital platforms to propel the development
of the local tourism sector. Although this story primarily revolves around digital platforms' role in local
marketing and the tourism industry, it inspired me to explore the relationships between digital
platforms and regional development more broadly. Consequently, | delved into articles within the field
of digital geography, which often discuss the relationship between the digital divide and regional
development. On the one hand, digital technologies are considered beneficial for the development of
marginalized, underdeveloped areas (Jha et al., 2016; Leong et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2020; Ye & Yang,
2020); on the other hand, they are seen as exacerbating regional development inequalities and causing
significant disruption (Buchi et al., 2016; Davies et al., 2023; Niebel, 2018; Philip & Williams, 2019).
Given my background in urban and rural planning from my master's degree, | was aware of the
profound impact of digital e-commerce platforms on regional development across China, notably
through the widespread phenomenon of "Taobao villages." Further exploration of international
literature revealed that, although China leads in platform economy development, research on how
Chinese digital platforms influence regional development is surprisingly limited. Moreover, | found
that articles on the platform economy within economic geography often adopt perspectives that are
either beyond regional development, such as digital territory or spaces (Morris, 2023; Zhang & Morris,
2023), platform capitalism and platform cultures (Dinh & Tienari, 2022; Howson et al., 2022; Langley
& Leyshon, 2017; Steinberg et al., 2024), platform ecology (Ibert et al., 2022) and state platform
capitalism (Rolf & Schindler, 2023), or that are smaller than the regional scale, focusing on micro
perspectives such as platform-dependent entrepreneurs (Cutolo & Kenney, 2021; Tschang, 2021), gig
workers (Barratt et al., 2020; Myhill et al,, 2021; Qiao et al., 2023), digital labour (Berg et al., 2018;
Graham et al., 2017; Johnston, 2020) and digipreneurs (Repenning & Oechslen, 2021, 2023). According
to Acs (2023, p. 117), for instance, “the exact role of city-regions as local, national or global remains
an open question as the digital entrepreneurial ecosystem that both creates the innovations and
provides the money for the digital platform economy is global in its nature” [italics in original].
Therefore, despite the inability to conduct direct field research in China due to the pandemic at that
time, | felt it was essential to investigate the interaction between the platform economy and meso-
level regional and cluster development using China as a case study. This would not only address the
deficiency of the "Anglo-American” bias in international research in economic geography (Hassink et
al., 2019), but would also aim to make a pioneering contribution to the study of the interactions
between the platform economy and regional economic and cluster development from an economic
geographical perspective.

Based on these considerations, my initial research primarily utilized secondary data from Taobao
villages and online interviews to answer how digital platforms influence regional development and
under what conditions they can consistently empower such development. Subsequently, | discovered
that the phenomenon of Taobao villages partly reflects the capability of digital platforms to empower
regional industries from scratch, while another part enhances and expands existing industries. Curious
about these differences, | sought to further explore whether the capabilities or mechanisms of
platforms to impact regions or regional industries vary by location. For this purpose, | later studied
three furniture industry clusters in the cities of Shunde, Nankang, and Suining. Suining represents an



industry cluster that developed from scratch through e-commerce platform empowerment, while
Shunde and Nankang are traditional furniture industry clusters. My choice of the furniture industry
and these clusters was driven by the case of Dongfeng Taobao village, whose furniture industry, initially
at the village level and later expanding to the county level (i.e. Suining county), served as a prototype
of digital platforms empowering regional industries from scratch. On the other hand, as | further
studied the various paradigms within the field of economic geography, | hoped to find a globalized
industry to comprehensively explore the endogenous and exogenous forces of regional development.
As the largest furniture producer and exporter in the world today, China's furniture industry aligned
with my research needs.

This dissertation aims to fill three interconnected but often overlooked gaps in the economic
geography perspective on digital platforms and regional economic and cluster development: 1) some
existing studies highlight the enabling power of digital technologies while others emphasize their
negative impacts, lacking a triangulated empirical study for a more comprehensive approach; 2) the
scale of research, with existing studies often focusing on beyond-national concepts or micro-scale
individual experiences, lacking regional and local place-based research; 3) case background related
to the research, as most platform economy studies are empirical studies outside China, despite China's
importance in the platform economy. These motivations have shaped my overarching research
question for my doctoral studies: How do digital platforms affect regional and cluster development,
and how does this process vary by location in China?

Through the division into two research subjects/scales, five sub-questions are proposed:
For the region:
1. How do digital platforms impact regional development?
2. Under what conditions can digital platforms consistently empower regional development?
For clusters:
3. How do digital platforms affect regional existing industries (mature clusters), and is the impact
consistent across different clusters?
4. Can digital platforms consistently empower emerging clusters to help less developed areas to
catch up?
5. How should different types of clusters seize opportunities and adapt to the transformations
brought by digital platforms?

1.3 Overview of the Dissertation

This dissertation comprises five main chapters, including the introduction. The subsequent chapter
presents the paradigms and theories related to the research overarching questions within the field of
economic geography. Positioned at the intersection of digital geography, local development, and
debates on uneven development, | begin by summarizing and categorizing different paradigms within
economic geography to clarify diverse perspectives on regional and cluster development. This process
helped distill key concepts critical to my research, particularly relational and evolutionary thinking.
Furthermore, to accurately grasp the concept of "place” within scale-sensitive thinking, | revisit spatial
ontology in the broader field of human geography. | consider the inequalities in spatial development



and the inherent paradoxes of digital technology, and briefly introduce two conceptual tools infused
with relational and evolutionary thinking: clusters, and chains and networks. This review establishes a
foundational theoretical mindset for the subsequent research.

Chapter 3 encompasses the overall research design based on Critical Realism (CR) and delineates the
research methodologies involved in different sections of the study. The Chapter 4 “Research Papers”
is divided into two main groups: "Group A: Reflections on Paradigm and Theories,” culminating in two
research papers Group A-paper 1 (Chu et al., 2023) and Group A-paper 2 (Chu & Hassink, 2023), and
"Group Bl & B2: Regional and Cluster Development in the Platform Era,” which collectively form a
triangulated empirical research design. To obtain comprehensive and authentic research outcomes,
the empirical investigations are triangulated, utilizing various data sources, methods, and theoretical
perspectives to explore different subjects/scales and the development of regions and clusters,
ultimately producing five research papers.

Chapter 4 comprises the seven articles that constitute this cumulative doctoral dissertation project
(Table 1 displays some basic information of the seven papers and my own contributions). As
mentioned earlier, Group A includes two theory-reflective papers. The first paper utilizes bibliometric
methods for a comprehensive review of existing paradigms in economic geography, while the second
paper, through further contemplation of the Evolutionary Economic Geography (EEG) paradigm,
proposes a more refined, location- and scale-sensitive spatial ontology to better understand changes
in regional economies. Group B1 focuses on regional development at the scale of Taobao villages.
One paper investigates the emergence, development, and upgrading mechanisms of Taobao villages
using secondary data and interviews both online and offline, eventually discovering that digital
platforms facilitate "platform-based place-making" by expanding the enrollment of various actors
within and outside the region in actor networks (Chu et al., 2023) (Group B1-paper 1). Another paper,
a fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA) study based on 50 counties, conceptualizes the
development and clustering of Taobao villages as "platform-empowered cluster development,”
identifying four patterns of long-term platform empowerment in regional development (Chu et al.,
2024) (Group Bl-paper 2). Group B2 includes three papers focusing on the furniture industry clusters.
The first paper, through a comparative study of two mature furniture industry clusters, Shunde and
Nankang, reveals that while digital platforms initially impacted the two differently, over time, they
expanded the clusters’ domestic and international market reach (especially overseas), providing a
buffer and backup market in times of crisis (Group B2-paper 1). The second and third paper, based
on studies of Shunde, Nankang, and Suining clusters, perform aggregated and comparative research.
The former demonstrates that although digital platforms initially provided emerging clusters with entry
opportunities, these clusters still struggle to catch up in the long run (Group B2-paper 2). The latter
introduces the concept of market coupling, summarizing the different cluster network formations and
barriers across offline domestic, offline cross-border, online domestic, and online cross-border
markets (Group B2-paper 3).

The final chapter provides a brief review of the aforementioned studies and summarizes the main
findings and theoretical contributions of the research. It further points out future research directions,
aiming to address gaps and extend the discussion of platform economies in regional and cluster
development from a more nuanced and comprehensive perspective.



Table 1 Research Papers and Own Contributions

Platform Era: Evidences from
Three Furniture Clusters in China

Title Journal Status Sequence of Ownership Own Contribution
Group APaper 1 | Fragmented or Engaged Pluralism Progress in Published | Han Chu, Robert Hassink | Methodology, data collection and analysis (90%)
in Economic Geography? Human and Siikrii Yilmaz Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (35%)
Geography Writing (35%)
Revising (20%)
Group A Paper 2 | Advancing Spatial Ontology in Cambridge Published | Han Chu and Robert Methodology, data collection and analysis (----)
Evolutionary Economic Geography | Journal of Hassink Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (70%)
Regions, Writing (50%)
Economy Revising (50%)
and Society
Group B1 Paper 1 | Placing the platform economy: the | Cambridge Published | Han Chu, Robert Hassink, | Methodology, data collection and analysis (85%)
emerging, developing and Journal of Dixiang Xie, and Xiachui | Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (100%)
upgrading of Taobao villages as a Regions, Hu Writing (95%)
platform-based place making Economy Revising (65%)
phenomenon in China and Society
Group B1 Paper 2 | Exploring the mechanisms of Regional Published | Han Chu, Robert Hassink, | Methodology, data collection and analysis (75%)
platform empowered cluster Studies Weigang Liu Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (100%)
development: evidence from the Writing (90%)
case of Taobao villages in rural Revising (85%)
China
Group B2 Paper 1 | All Roads Lead to... Resilience?! Journal of Under Han Chu and Huiwen Methodology, data collection and analysis (100%)
Unravelling Cluster Resilience in Economic review Gong Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (90%)
the Polycrisis Era Geography Writing (85%)
Revising (----)
Group B2 Paper 2 | From Smile Curve to Wicked Regional Under Han Chu, Robert Hassink, | Methodology, data collection and analysis (95%)
Smile? On the Role of Digital Studies review Zhendong Luo Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (95%)
Platforms to Empower Industries Writing (90%)
and Clusters in Emerging Revising (----)
Economies
Group B2 Paper 3 | Market Coupling and Multi-Scalar | Economic Under Han Chu Methodology, data collection and analysis (100%)
Reorganizations in the Digital Geography review Conceptualization and theoretical contribution (100%)

Writing (100%)
Revising (----)




Chapter 2: Paradigms and Theories’ Considerations

2.1 Paradigms in Economic Geography

According to some economic geographers, modern economic geography has been increasingly
diversified over the last twenty years, concerning both its themes and its schools of thought,
perspectives and paradigms (Barnes & Christophers, 2018; Barnes & Sheppard, 2010, 2024; Hassink &
Gong, 2017), as well as language areas (Hassink et al., 2019). Particular concern has been expressed
about so-called fragmented pluralism, as being problematic for the identification with the sub-
discipline and the exchange of ideas both within economic geography and with neighboring social
disciplines. Others have emphasized the advantages of so-called engaged pluralism, also emphasizing
the role of so-called trading zones, boundary objects and bridging concepts for engaged pluralism
(Martin, 2021). In this PartA-paperl (Chu et al., 2023), together with my co-authors, | therefore aim to
analyze the state of the art in economic geography based on a combination of a bibliometric and
qualitative analysis, not only to map the degree of fragmentation but also to identify bridging avenues
for future engaged pluralism in economic geography. Ultimately, | believe that, firstly, engaged
pluralism facilitates the exploration of unexplored virgin territory and, secondly, it facilitates a more
comprehensive and nuanced study of the topics that have been or are being explored.

Through the research described above, this dissertation identifies two overarching perspectives that
permeate the empirical sections: evolutionary thinking and relational thinking. These ideas are
primarily derived from the Evolutionary Economic Geography (EEG) paradigm and the Relational
Economic Geography (REG) paradigm, respectively. Both EEG and REG share Critical Realism (CR) as
an essential philosophical foundation (Bathelt & Gluckler, 2003; Chu & Hassink, 2023; Gong & Hassink,
2020). Based on this, | have also established CR as the philosophical foundation for my dissertation.
CR's unique ontological stance—that reality is composed of multiple layers, some of which are not
directly observable—helps to address the limitations of empirical positivist approaches in economic
geography, which often fail to capture the depth and nuances of regional and relational dynamics
(Bhaskar, 1975; Fletcher, 2017; Sayer, 2006). CR aligns with the objectives of the EEG and REG
paradigms, recognizing the complexity of phenomena, valuing context sensitivity, emphasizing the
explanation of underlying mechanisms and the study of causal relationships, and advancing the
processes of theorization and re-theorization. This philosophical foundation is important not only in
the theoretical process but also will be instrumental in the research design in the next chapter. In the
next section of this chapter, | will further introduce the two paradigms, EEG and REG.

2.2 Evolutionary and Relational Thinking in Economic Geography

Long before the seminal paper by Boschma and Frenken (2006) on EEG, evolutionary thinking and
methods were widely present and popular in economic geography and its related disciplines such as
political economy (Menger, 1883; Veblen, 1898). Evolutionary thinking focuses on the process of
economic activity and its spatial distribution, emphasizing that change is driven by the accumulation
of economic behavior, technological progress, and social structure changes over historical processes
(Arthur, 1989, 1994a, 1994b). The main ideas of EEG are integrated from Generalized Darwinism,



Complexity thinking, and Path dependence (Boschma & Martin, 2010), aiming to analyze and explain
the process of economic landscape changes over time, such as production, circulation, exchange,
distribution, and consumption. EEG not only focuses on the long-term impacts of past decisions and
events on current and future economic activities, i.e., historical dependence and path dependence,
but also on the contingencies and specifics of contexts, i.e., spatial dependence or place dependence
(Boschma & Frenken, 2006). Based on path dependence and place dependence, together with my co-
author, I have developed an advanced spatial ontology for EEG in PartA-paper2 (Chu & Hassink, 2023).
Recently, economic geographers increasingly utilize evolutionary approaches to better understand the
dynamics of regional development, sometimes in conjunction with Institutional Economic Geography
(IEG) (Alos-Ferrer et al., 2010; Hodgson & Stoelhorst, 2014; Loasby, 2001; Nelson, 2003; Schamp, 2005).
This thesis places particular emphasis on the interaction and exchange between EEG and REG,
considering IEG and REG as adjacent paradigms, and viewing institutions as a specific type of relation
(Hassink et al., 2014; Sunley, 2008).

The relational turn is also a significant analytical perspective in economic geography, where this
relational approach integrates economic interactions of cultural, social, and regional aspects into
heterogeneous, overlapping network relations. The key to REG is the belief that the mechanisms of
social space change are created by, transformed by, and embedded within the relationships among
people, companies, places, institutions across different scales, attempting to trace and explain the
regional development process across locations, spaces, and scales, emphasizing networks and
relationships rather than just studying the objects themselves (Bathelt & Gluckler, 2003; Flgysand &
Jakobsen, 2011; Yeung, 2005). Relational thinking focuses more on the networks and connectivity
between economic activities, suggesting that economic behavior is influenced not only by
geographical location but also by the relationships among actors (Bathelt, 2006). REG emphasizes
thinking beyond traditional geographic boundaries, proposing that economic activities are conducted
through multi-scalar social, economic, and technological networks, where trust, cooperation, and
information flows are key to economic efficiency and innovation (Boggs & Rantisi, 2003; Murphy, 2018).
According to Yeung (2024, p. 7), “relational-explanatory theorizing must not be prefabricated and
fixed, but revisable and rejectable in dialogue with case-specific and cross case analyses”. Relational
thinking also emphasizes the productivity of space; space is not just a container but a product of
economic activity relationships. This implies a focus on the interactions and connections between
economic actors and how these relationships shape the geographic distribution of economic activities
(Antonio Belso-Martinez et al., 2017).

Many scholars have discussed various economic geography phenomena or policies by combining EEG
and REG ideas. This type of engaged pluralism often helps to complement each other to overcome
the limitations of single paradigms, thereby providing a more comprehensive and nuanced
understanding of economic phenomena (Benner, 2014; Essletzbichler et al., 2023; Frenken et al., 2023;
Gong et al., 2020; Hassink et al., 2014; Sanz-Ibafiez & Anton Clavé, 2014).



2.3 Spatial Ontology in Human Geography’

After a review of the research paradigms in economic geography, this section will revisit the broad
spatial ontology of human geography. The goal is to reflect on the complexity and diversity of spatial
ontology to stimulate different interpretations of the same phenomena in subsequent empirical
research, thereby answering the research questions from various perspectives. As a conceptual
framework within the field of philosophy, ontological issues hold profound significance across
disciplines in the natural and social sciences (Liu et al., 2017; Taylor, 2023). Ontology is the
philosophical study of the complex existence of objects, delving into the nature and essence of
existence. Various ontological perspectives in geography can lead to different interpretations of
geographic phenomena, potentially influencing researching and decision-making processes. In Group
A-paper 2, together with my co-author, | integrate spatial ontology from the EEG paradigm with CR
and Social Constructivism to develop a more place and scale-sensitive spatial ontology. In this section,
| provide a more general review of spatial ontology in human geography, broadening the discussion
to encompass a wider array of theoretical influences and applications.

In human geography, ontology plays a pivotal role in shaping the conceptualization of space and
place. Geographers, holding diverse philosophical viewpoints, possess varying ontological beliefs,
which, in turn, shape their epistemological, methodological, and axiological stances (Johnston, 1983,
2003). Early geography, especially location theory, was basically a study of ‘space’ (Massey, 1973),
focusing on the location and spatial distribution of objects, with an emphasis on the scientific and
guantitative analysis of space. Until the 1970s, the prevailing view among most human geographers
perceived space as an "absolute container'—a blank canvas filled by human activities (Gleeson, 1996).
Space was often regarded as something external to human existence, functioning more as a passive
backdrop to human behavior than actively shaping social life. Since the 1970s, various strands of
human geography, including spatial science, humanistic geography, Marxist geography, feminist
geography, postmodernist and poststructuralist geography, as well as radical geography, have
emerged and developed (Cresswell, 2024). Ontology has made significant contributions to my
understanding of space and place. Different thinkers develop their theories and debates about space
and place in different fields based on different kinds of ontology (Hubbard & Kitchin, 2011).

Cresswell (2014) summarizes place studies into three approaches, namely the descriptive, social
constructionist and phenomenological approaches. This descriptive approach is “- representing a
concern with the surface of the world as we see it -~” (2014, p. 56). Social constructionist approaches
to place tend to focus on the process of constructing a place under different structural conditions,
such as capitalism, patriarchy, colonialism, etc. Harvey (1996) focuses on the political economy of the
construction of place in the context of capitalism, arguing that place is a product of social construction
and closely related to capital, power and exclusion. According to Cresswell (2014, p. 42) place * does
not have meanings that are natural and obvious but ones that are created by some people with more
power than others to define what is and is not appropriate”. Pred (1984) argues that places are never
‘finished’ but always in ‘becoming’. The process of constructing place, as well as places in becoming,
is relevant in place-making (Chu et al., 2023; Devine-Wright, 2022) and place-branding (Kavaratzis

! In this section, | heavily draw text from Chu (2024)



and Kalandides, 2015). Within humanistic geography, ontological discussions explore whether places
possess intrinsic qualities and whether their meanings are constructed through human perception and
interaction. It is crucial to recognize that a single entity or type of entity existing in the geographical
world may exhibit individual or cultural variations (Smith & Mark, 1998). In the perspective of Tuan
(1977), the founder of humanistic geography, space is characterized as abstract, indifferent, generic,
objective and material, while a place is concrete, subjective, experiential, intricate and fundamental.
He argues that the difference between place and space is that place allows for a function of security
and a sense of stability, but that the two are not strictly bounded, but rather transform and encompass
each other (Tuan, 1977).

In the perspectives of David Harvey (Harvey, 1982, 1996, 2010), Soja (1998) and Soja & Hooper (2004),
and Lefebvre (1991), space is never a purely neutral backdrop. As pivotal figures in spatial science,
they developed their viewpoints on the operations of capital, urbanization, and modernization and
argue that space is not just a passive container but is actively produced by social-cultural structures,
while simultaneously shaping these very structures. Harvey (2001) introduces the concept of "spatial
fix" to characterize the strategies employed by capitalism in overcoming economic crises, such as the
tendency to reorganize space and expand into new territories to seek new markets, resources, and
labor, thereby reshaping the spatial dynamics of regions and societies (e.g., the processes of
globalization and urbanization). Consequently, the economic growth and development of certain
regions, cities, or areas often come at the expense of sacrificing others, resulting in spatial imbalances
and disparities.

Moreover, the dynamic and evolving nature of ontology and geography necessitates ongoing
dialogue and adaptation to address emerging complexities, such as virtual space, space digitalization
and the interaction between online and offline spaces (Cao, 2024; Graham, 2020; |bert et al., 2022; Lee
et al., 2017). Scholars in the field of geopolitical economy have expanded the understanding of virtual
spatial boundaries through concepts such as "algorithmic sovereignty,” "digital sovereignty,” and
"digital territory” (Gray, 2021; Mdllers, 2021; Morris, 2023; Pohle & Thiel, 2020; Reviglio & Agosti, 2020;
Zhang & Chen, 2022). In this dissertation, Group B2-paper 3 also addresses the transformation and
interactions between online and offline markets. The future research trajectories of ontology and
geography hold the potential to deepen my understanding of the fundamental nature of spatial
existence. This collaboration has the capacity to enhance my abilities to navigate and interpret the
complexities of the world in which we reside. In the next section, we will not discuss the distinctions
and interactions between digital and physical spaces. Instead, we will explore the paradoxical impacts
of digital technologies on spatial development from the perspective of digital geography.

2.4 Spatial Unequal Development in Digital Geography

Digital economy has the self-contradictory nature, which means the simultaneously existing
centrifugal (i.e., decreasing regional disparity) and centripetal (i.e., increasing regional disparity)
characteristics of the digital economy (Haefner & Sternberg, 2020; Moriset & Malecki, 2009). On the
one hand, many jobs can be outsourced or subcontracted and result in the offshoring of services
based on platforms (Vallas & Schor, 2020), which makes the development of digital platform economic
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activities in remote areas possible if the digital infrastructure is available. Many programs and initiatives
(such as “eTrade for All*” or “Bridging the rural digital divide®) work to expand and improve digital
infrastructure to reduce economic inequalities and facilitate the overall catch-up process in regions
that are lagging behind (Haefner & Sternberg, 2020). Additionally, when digital technologies are "new
to the world,” they can also open a window of opportunity for less developed regions. These
innovations provide a chance for these areas to leapfrog traditional stages of development by
adopting cutting-edge technologies that can transform local economies, enhance access to global
markets, and improve quality of life (Binz & Gong, 2022; Boschma, 1999; Foray, 2014; Isaksen, 2011,
Walker & Storper, 1989). On the other hand, Briglauer et al. (2021) have shown that the positive impact
of broadband internet (at least 50mb/sec) on GDP growth is higher in urban than in rural areas in
Germany. This Matthew effect is mainly due to the "second level digital divide " i.e. still underdeveloped
in digitalization despite the increased accessibility of the Internet due to a lack of capacity to use ICT
(Buchi et al., 2016; Philip & Williams, 2019). Niebel (2018) found that there is no data evidence to
suggest that underdeveloped countries benefit more from ICT than developed countries.

Another paradox is that the platform economy is not only global, but also local and personal (Kenney
et al.,, 2020). Their market is theoretically global (although there are limitations in practice, such as
political, infrastructural and language barriers), reducing the distance between consumers and
producers, reducing the role of geographical proximity and creating in theory a borderless world,
resulting in the death of distance and the end of geography (Cairncross, 1997; O'Brien, 1992; Quah,
1999; Tranos & Nijkamp, 2013). On the other hand, other scholars argue that the potential of the
Internet to reduce the importance of distance has been exaggerated (Morgan, 2004), the platform
economy is still embedded in local life, local regulation and local place (Ford & Graham, 2016). Even
in the platform economy, positive localization externalities, such as local buzz, knowledge spillovers
and non-traded interdependencies, cannot be ignored (Berg et al., 2018). Between the local and
global scales, there are also studies that emphasize the national scale and boundaries, such as digital
territory and sovereignty. These concepts explore how digitalization impacts state control and
regulatory frameworks, affecting everything from data governance to the physical infrastructure that
supports the internet and digital services (Couture & Toupin, 2019; Gray, 2021; Lake, 2003; Mollers,
2021; Morris, 2023; Pohle & Thiel, 2020; Reviglio & Agosti, 2020).

Deny the effects of the centrifugal and globalization effect from platform economy and “short-sighted
analyses of the geography of the contemporary ‘digital capitalism’ might be tempted to ‘throw the
baby out with the bath water™ (Moriset & Malecki, 2009, p. 257). So far, research on the platform
economy tends to focus on urban areas, such as Los Angeles, Beijing, Tokyo, and Seoul (Brail, 2018;
Kenney & Zysman, 2020; Nowak, 2021; Pon, 2016), while neglecting peripheries or rural areas. In the
past, peripheral areas have often been stigmatised as simplistic, deficient, structurally handicapped,
unimportant, underdeveloped, insignificant, subordinate to the core and helpless (Anderson, 2000;
Dubois, 2016; Grabher, 2018). More recently, a growing number of scholars have begun to examine
the evidence and advantages of innovation and entrepreneurship in peripheral areas, gradually
viewing peripherality as an asset rather than a barrier to development (Duxbury, 2021; Eder, 2019;

? Source: https://unctad.org/press-material/new-initiative-help-developing-countries-grasp-22-trillion-e-commerce-opportunity
Source: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/bridging-the-rural-digital-divide_852bd3b9-en

11



Eder & Trippl, 2019; Morales & Sariego-Kluge, 2021). The periphery and the core are not in a static
binary relationship, but are functionally and compositionally interdependent. Further, the relationship
between them is dynamic and relative, with the periphery potentially becoming a new core and the
core potentially becoming a new periphery (Grabher, 2018; Pugh & Dubois, 2021). By virtue of the
weak regulatory and low-cost entrepreneurial environment in peripheral, here the entrepreneur or
investor often exploit a shorter and simpler administration process in some necessary parts of the
start-ups process (de Duren, 2018). Further, by tracing Simmel’s concept of the 'stranger’, Grabher
argues that marginal actors are often less bound by the accepted canons, role expectations or peer
pressures because they are far from the center and the mainstream, and are thus freer to experiment
with unconventional ideas and thus to disrupt the status quo and be creative. Thus, ™-'novelty was
generated by leveraging self-chosen peripherality..." (Grabher, 2018, p. 6). Peripheral regions may be
able to break out and become new engines of regional growth. It is evident that scholars hold varied
and uncertain views on the impacts of digital technologies, and economic geographers’ perspectives
on peripheral or less developed regions are also diverse. Reviewing these studies is beneficial for
gaining a better understanding of how platforms differently affect various regions and clusters. This
diversity in perspectives helps illuminate the complex ways in which digital technologies can either
empower or marginalize different geographic areas, depending on numerous factors including
existing infrastructures, policy environments, and local economic conditions.

2.5 Key Concepts in Empirical Studies”

In this section, | will focus on the significant concept of 'cluster’ in economic geography and the
relationally oriented concepts of 'chains’ and 'networks.” The former, increasingly influenced by
evolutionary and relational thinking, has become an essential bridging concept in REG and EEG. The
latter is being increasingly interpreted under the evolving perspective. Both play a crucial role in the
empirical studies of this thesis.

2.3.1 Clusters as a Bridging Concept

The concept of cluster comes from the concept of industrial district introduced by Marshall in the 19th
century (Moulaert & Sekia, 2003; Vicente, 2018). Since Porter popularised this term in the 1990s, many
efforts have been made to further understand the benefits and advantages of regional clusters, such
as sharing labor pools and infrastructure, reducing transaction costs, enhancing the diffusion of
knowledge and information and other agglomeration externalities, ultimately enhancing the
competitiveness of firms, governments and even countries (Martin & Sunley, 2003; Maskell, 2001,
Porter, 1990). Therefore initially, studies of clusters tended to take a static and closing perspective and
focus strongly on the advantages of clusters, until Pouder and John (1996) added a temporal
perspective to cluster studies and explained in detail the mechanisms of the different stages of clusters.
After the launching of the paradigm of EEG in the 2000s (Boschma & Frenken, 2006), further attention
has been paid to the evolutionary and dynamic development of clusters. Menzel and Fornahl (2010)
provided a sound and comprehensive concept of the life cycle of clusters, while Martin and Sunley
(2011) criticizes the life cycle model and develop the alternative cluster adaptive cycle model. These

! In this section, | draw some text from Chu & Hassink (2022)
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studies argued that in the maturing and declining phases of cluster development, clustered firms are
more likely to suffer from homogeneity and inertia than non-clustered firms (Kukalis, 2010; Martin &
Sunley, 2011; Menzel & Fornahl, 2010; Pouder & John, 1996).

As a fuzzy concept, clusters have been facing criticism due to their blurred geographical
boundaries/scales and the ambiguity surrounding the number or definition of industries (Martin &
Sunley, 2003). Tracing back to Porter's Diamond Model, "A cluster is a geographically proximate group
of interconnected companies and associated institutions in a particular field, linked by commonalities
and complementarities” (Porter, 1998, p. 199). From different perspectives, there are different views
on the reasons for the emergence of clusters. Taking a current condition perspective, existing factors
such as "firm-building capabilities, managerial skills, a substantial supply of skilled labor and
connection to markets" are crucial to the take-off of new start of a cluster (Bresnahan et al., 2001, p.
1). In contrast to the macro perspective mentioned above, there are other scholars who take a micro
perspective and place more emphasis on the role of technology gatekeepers in the renewal of clusters
in the transformation of the 'old and new economy' (Hervas-Oliver & Albors-Garrigos, 2014). Also
from a micro perspective, Vicente (2018) argues that technological interdependencies, untraded
interdependencies and intangible assets especially knowledge spillover is crucial for cluster formation.
Isaksen (2016) argues that existing research tends to attribute the emergence of clusters to two aspects,
local previously existing capacities, routines and institutions, and a more or less functional chance
event or historical accident. Fornahl et al. (2010) cover more comprehensively factors or conditions for
the emergence of clusters such as infrastructure (railroadization) and related varieties (Schumpeterian
new combinations), strategic actions, localization of knowledge generation, specific institutions, spin-
offs, venture capital and start-ups, etc.

2.3.2 Chain and Network Concepts

In economic geography and its related fields, various metaphors based on relational thinking, such as
Global Commadity Chains (GCC), Global Supply Chains (GSC), Global Value Chains (GVC), and Global
Production Networks (GPN), play a crucial role in elucidating the complex processes of global
production and distribution®. Coe et al. (2008) and MacKinnon (2012) focus on comparing the
concepts of GVC and GPN, and mentions GCC. While all these concepts - GCC, GSC, GVC, and GPN
- relate to the process of producing and distributing goods and services around the world, there are
some differences and overlaps among them. | added the concept of GSC and expanded the definitions
and distinctions of the concepts of chains and networks in Table 4. Commaodity chains, encompassing
all activities in product design, production, and marketing process, can be categorized as producer-
driven or buyer-driven (Gereffi, 1999). Producer-driven chains feature large transnational
manufacturers coordinating production networks, typical in capital and technology-intensive
industries like automotive. Buyer-driven chains, on the other hand, are normally led by large retailers
and branded manufacturers establishing decentralized production networks in export countries. This
model is prevalent in labor-intensive consumer industries. Companies fitting this model design and/or
market, but do not produce, the products they order, such as Walmart, Nike, Xtep, Zara, and Uniglo
(Gereffi, 2001). Supply chain is an alliance of companies that pass forward materials, which involved in

There are other chains or networks such as Blockchain (Sotoudehnia, 2021), Global transportation Chain/networks (Dirzka & Acciaro,
2022), etc., but | have only selected the four concepts that are most relevant to the content of this thesis for comparison.
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manufacturing a product and delivering it to the end-user in the supply chain. It comprises entities
like raw material and component producers, product assemblers, wholesalers, retailers, and
transportation companies, all involved in upstream upstream (i.e. supply) and downstream (i.e.
distribution), managing the flow of products, services, finances, and information from source to
customer (Christopher, 2016; La Londe & Masters, 1994; Lambert et al., 1998; Mentzer et al., 2001).
Associated with the concept of value chains, GCC was replaced by the concept of GVC (Bair & Gereffi,
2003; Gereffi, 2005). A global value chain consists of a series of stages involved in the production and
sale of products and services to consumers, each stage adding value (Antras, 2020; Bair & Gereffi,
2003). Therefore, although it includes all stages such as design, production, marketing, distribution,
and consumption as GCC, GVC places more emphasis on the generation of added value in each
process. In contrast to GCC and GVC, GPN avoids the linear production limitation of the chain
metaphor, aiming to encompass a wider array of actors and dynamics, such as regulators, non-
governmental organizations, and financial institutions. However, some scholars still point out that the
role of participants such as laborers, consumers, and civil society organizations is somewhat neglected
in GPN (Coe et al,, 2008, p. 272). It is defined as "the globally organised nexus of interconnected
functions and operations by firms and non-firm institutions through which goods and services are
produced and distributed” (Coe et al., 2004, p. 471). From a similarity perspective, all these concepts
aim to explain the organization and governance of regional, transnational or global production and
trade, providing a viewpoint for studying the spatial distribution of economic activities and the
resulting economic and social outcomes. The differences among these concepts largely lie in their
focus and analytical framework. GCC and GVC concentrate on the production chains and the role of
different actors in adding value, while GSC more often concerns the technical and managerial aspects
of global production and distribution. On the other hand, GPN provides a broader, more inclusive
perspective, considering a wider range of actors and dynamics, including power relations and the
embeddedness of networks. Irrespective of the form—chain or network—these models not only
highlight the nodes within these mechanisms but also emphasize the relationships within these linking
processes and the various forms of embedding or coupling, their density or intensity. In recent years,
with the development of engaged pluralism, an increasing number of studies on chains and networks
have emphasized the role of evolutionary thinking in this process, further enriching our understanding
of global economic dynamics (Frenken et al., 2023; Gluckler & Doreian, 2016; Juhasz & Lengyel, 2018;
Sanz-lbafiez & Anton Clavé, 2014; Strambach, 2017; Sunley, 2008; Yeung, 2021).

Table 2 Some Chain and Networks used in Economic Geography

GSCs GCCs GVCs GPN 1.0s GPN 2.0s
Main Supply Chain Economic Economic Economic Economic
. Management; Sociology Saociology; Geography; Geography
Attributed | |nternational Development International
Disciplines | Business; Studies; Industry | political Economy
Operations Studies
Management
Emerged Early 1980s Mid-1990s Early 2000s Early 2000s Mid-2010s
Object of Management, Inter-firm Sectoral logics of | Global network Global network
) and optimization | networks in global | global industries configurations and | configurations and
enquiry of supply chains | industries regional regional
development development
(heuristic) (heuristic)
Intellectual | Operations World systems International REG; CCs/GVCs; | GVCs/GPN 1.0
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influences | research; theory; business literature; | Varieties of Resource-based firm
Business Organizational Trade economics capitalism theory;
strategy; sociology Financialization
Globalization; studies
Technological
innovation.
Orienting | Efficiency and Industry structure; | Value-added Value creation, Dynamic drivers;
responsiveness; Governance chains; enhancement and Organizational
concepts Risk (producer- Governance capture; strategies; Value
management; driven/buyer- models (modular, Corporate, capture trajectories;
Technological driven distinction); | relational, collective and Modes and types of
and strategic Industrial captive); institutional strategic coupling
improvements upgrading Transaction costs; | power;
Industrial Societal, network
upgrading and andterritorial
rents embeddedness;
Strategic coupling

Sources: adapted from Coe and Yeung (2015, p. 13); Coe (2021, p. 8)

2.6 Interim Summary

After discussing paradigms, ontologies, the spatial unequal development, and the contradictions
inherent in digital technologies, this dissertation has established a foundational theoretical mindset
for empirical research. It adopts an engaged pluralistic perspective, integrating EEG and REG, and
continuously applies evolutionary and relational thinking throughout the study. Furthermore, the
research explores the complexity and diversity of spatial ontology, aiming to provoke diverse
interpretations of the same phenomena through various ontological lenses. Moreover, this approach
considers the inequalities in spatial development and the inherent contradictions of digital
technologies to examine the mechanisms through which e-commerce platforms impact regional and
cluster development. The primary theoretical tools employed in this research include concepts such
as clusters, chains, and networks, which help to comprehensively consider both endogenous and
exogenous perspectives on regional development. The establishment of this foundational theoretical
mindset enables the research to capture the history of regional and cluster development, the local
dynamics of regional economics and the broader interrelated networks that influence these dynamics.
The next Chapter will introduce the research design and methodology of this dissertation. Within the
methodology of comparative analysis based on qualitative research, researchers are enabled to travel
between empirical information, explanations, and theories. In doing so, it is aligned to the multifaceted
nature of economic geography, acknowledging that regional growth and cluster evolution are
influenced not only by local conditions and historical paths but also by global interactions and digital
transformations. These influences vary from one region to another. This dual focus helps to elucidate
how digital platforms subtly facilitate or impede development, depending on specific regional contexts
and stages and the nature of the involved networks.
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology

3.1 Overall Research Design for the Doctoral Thesis

As mentioned in section 2.1, given the focus on the complexity of the mechanisms by which digital
platforms affect regional and cluster development, Critical Realism (CR) serves not only as the
philosophical foundation for the theoretical mindset of this study but also underpins the overall design
of the research. CR advocates for the recognition of deep structures and mechanisms underlying
phenomena and how these structures influence observed realities (Sayer, 2006; Yeung, 2023). First
introduced by Bhaskar in 1975, CR has since been widely applied across the social sciences and
humanities, including economic geography (Bhaskar, 1975; Cox, 2014; Cox & Evenhuis, 2020; Gong &
Hassink, 2020; Sayer, 1989; Yeung, 1997). CR aims to provide an alternative to positivism (deductive
approach) and hermeneutics (inductive approach), offering a profound perspective for understanding
complex social phenomena (Gong, 2019; Gong & Hassink, 2020). CR posits that reality is stratified into
multiple levels, including the directly observable empirical level (empirical), the actual level of physical
existence (actual), and the deep generative mechanisms (real). The focus of research is to uncover
these deep causal mechanisms, the actual forces and conditions causing phenomena to occur
(Fletcher, 2017). Guided by this philosophical approach, the dissertation's research design is divided
into two main parts: a reflection on paradigms and theories (Group A), and empirical studies based
on triangulation (Group B).

In Group A, by summarizing and questioning existing paradigms and theories, a theoretical foundation
is provided for empirical research, aiming to identify gaps and question some established theories.
Group B employs triangulated empirical research to unearth the causal mechanisms behind surface
events and to test, refine, and advance new theory generation. This approach aligns with the views of
Gregory (1994) and Yeung (2023), who advocate for theory to be "a sort of moving self-reflectivity"
(Gregory, 1994, p. 86) and "mid-range,” which through developing new "substantive concepts” or
"causal mechanisms" seeks to "provide practically adequate explanations of empirical events and
outcomes in geographical reality” (Yeung, 2023, p. 352). Figure 1 illustrates the overall research design
of this dissertation. Reflecting the overarching research question, the left side of Figure 1 shows a
review of the economic geography literature involving spatial inequalities, platform economy, regional
development, and industrial clusters, conducted through bibliometrics and manual reading. Within
economic geography, numerous paradigms and non-paradigmatic theories and concepts exist, each
offering different interpretations of the same events/phenomena through their inherent spatial
ontologies. The right side of Figure 1 outlines the main approach to the empirical research design,
which involves studying the subjects/scales of 'Region’ and 'Cluster’ using various theories and
concepts applied through diverse data and methods. Through the content in Group A and B, the
dissertation aims to answer the overarching research questions and provide a new round of reflections
or critical supplements to advance past theories.

By delineating CR’s philosophy in this research, the dissertation underscores its commitment to a
comprehensive and nuanced exploration of how digital platforms affect regional and cluster
development variably across different contexts in China. This systematic approach not only
strengthens the academic rigour but also enhances the practical relevance of the study, iteratively
bridging theoretical insights with real-world applications.
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Research Questions: How do digital platforms affect regional development and how does this process vary by location in China?
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Figure 1 Overall Research Design for the Doctoral Thesis
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3.2 Bibliometrics and Manual Reading for Literature Review

Upon collecting the necessary literature, scholars can employ either manual reading or bibliometrics
to conduct a comprehensive review. Since Pritchard (1969) introduced bibliometric methods, these
approaches have been widely adopted and utilized across various disciplines such as human
geography and regional studies (Frohlich & Hassink, 2018; Newell & Cousins, 2015; Ng & Ducruet,
2014; Rosenman et al., 2020; Sedita et al., 2020; Smirnova et al., 2021; Zebracki & Xiao, 2021; Zhu et
al., 2019). Bibliometrics not only facilitates performance analysis, such as tracking publication trends
and evaluating the performance of scholars, institutions, and journals, but also enables topic
identification, network analysis, and scientific mapping (Noyons et al., 1999). In this research, network
analysis and scientific mapping were used to reveal extensive communication and borrowing among
different research paradigms, illustrating that economic geography is a dialogic community rather
than an isolated group of researchers (Group A-paper 1). Performance analysis was also utilized to
evaluate the impact and performance of different paradigms since their inception (Group A-paperl,
Group A-paper 2).

3.3 Empirical Research Design Based on Triangulation

As Yeung (2024, p. 13) emphasizes, since “there may not be a simple one-to-one direct
correspondence between onto-epistemology and research instruments and practices”, the choice
between qualitative or quantitative methods should depend on the objectives and context of the
research (Hammersley, 1992). In this study, | primarily employ "conjunctural analysis and relational
comparison” based on triangulation (Yeung, 2024, p. 4). As Yeung highlights, this method aims to
navigate "moving up and down through cases, contexts, and scales” (Yeung, 2024, p. 4). Triangulation
is a method that integrates at least two or more theoretical perspectives, methodologies, data sources,
investigators, or data analysis methods. Its purpose is to mitigate the limitations of a single strategy
(Thurmond, 2001; Turner et al, 2017). Triangulation can take various forms, such as data,
methodological, and investigator triangulation (Bruesch & Quinn, 2022; Gaber & Gaber, 1997; Gibson,
2017; Heale & Forbes, 2013; Scapens, 2004). Some forms of triangulation aim for complementarity,
while others ensure methodological robustness (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Scholars generally agree that
triangulation can increase confidence in research data, reveal different facets of a phenomenon, and
provide greater insights (Jick, 1979; Renz et al., 2018; Thurmond, 2001). Table 2 cohesively displays
the research subjects, key theoretical concepts, research questions, and methodologies used in the
five empirical articles in the upcoming sections. These articles are based on a variety of methods, each
corresponding to different empirical research processes and types of data.
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Table 3 Triangulation-based Empirical Studies

the transformations brought
by digital platforms?

clusters made on various levels to adapt to platformization?

Research Key theories Aiming to answer which Research Question within the paper Research Methods
Subject/Scale | /concepts questions in the whole
study

Group Regional study | Place How do digital platforms How does the platform interact with place? Why do Taobao villages Multiple Case Analysis:

B1 Paper | based on making impact regional take different trajectories after their emergence? How does the document analysis,

1 multiple development? platform exert its power in these processes? online and offline
Taobao interviews, focus group
villages and netnography

Group Regional study | Empowerment | Under what conditions can | How can digital platforms interact with industrial clusters to Fuzzy-Set Qualitative

B1 Paper | of Taobao digital platforms empower place development? How do various place assets and actors | Comparative Analysis:

2 village clusters consistently empower interact with each other and jointly affect the performance of platform | document analysis,
in 50 counties regional development? empowerment? Are there multiple patterns for different places to quantitative data

achieve high performance in platform empowerment? How does a
region achieve high performance in platform empowerment in the
absence of locational advantages?

Group Study based on | Cluster How do digital platforms How does platformization impact existing clusters, creating both Comparative Case

B2 Paper | two mature resilience affect regional existing challenges and opportunities? Do different clusters draw their Analysis: document

1 furniture industries (mature clusters), | resilience from the same sources during this process? analysis, online and
clusters and is the impact consistent offline interviews, and

across different clusters? netnography

Group Study based on | Smile curve Can digital platforms How does the platformization process impact traditional value chains | Multiple Case Analysis:

B2 Paper | three furniture | and value consistently empower and further influence cross-regional power imbalances? Can document analysis,

2 clusters chain emerging clusters to help platforms upgrade manufacturing clusters, enhance local economic online and offline

less developed areas to development, and help them catch up within the context of late- interviews, and
catch up? coming manufacturing bases? netnography

Group Study based on | GPN and How should different types | How digital platforms enter the local economy and how they affect Multiple Case Analysis:

B2 Paper | three furniture | strategic of clusters seize existing regional industries and clusters and related chains and document analysis,

3 clusters coupling opportunities and adapt to networks (C&N) and collaborations? What efforts have different online and offline

interviews, and
netnography

19



3.4 Multi-Method for Empirical Studies

The selection and adoption of research methods must be grounded in specific research questions and
contexts. Qualitative methods are necessary for exploring causal mechanisms, while quantitative or
statistical research can interpret phenomena at a higher level of abstraction (Yeung, 2024).
Accordingly, as outlined in Table 2, | have collected varied data and employed different research
methods tailored to specific questions and research backgrounds. Group B1-paper 1, Group B2-paper
1/2/3 employ comparative and multiple case study analyses, utilizing document analysis, online and
offline interviews, field observations, focus group interviews, and netnography for data collection. This
approach facilitates qualitative analysis of similarities and differences among cases, often extracting
universally applicable laws and principles, and reveals key factors that lead to different outcomes based
on the unique characteristics of each case. Group Bl-paper 2, a study based on fuzzy-set qualitative
comparative analysis (fsQCA), also involves multi-case analysis but primarily utilizes secondary
guantitative data. This multi-methodological approach allows this research to robustly address and
dissect the overarching research questions, providing a nuanced understanding of how digital
platforms influence regional development and the dynamics of industrial clusters. This comprehensive
methodological framework not only strengthens the empirical grounding of the study but also
enriches its theoretical contributions to the field of economic geography.

In the following sections, | will not reiterate or duplicate the specific methods involved in the individual
research papers. Instead, after briefly introducing the data collection methods and case background
involved in the five empirical papers, | will focus on elucidating the comparative analysis mindset that
permeates all papers. This allows me to emphasize the interconnected analytical strategies and insights
based on triangulation, thereby highlighting the overarching methodological advancements achieved
through this research.

3.4.1 Data Collection Methods

This research involves a diverse array of data collection methods including desk research, document
analysis, online interviews, netnography, semi-structured interviews, offline observations, informal
interviews, and focus groups. Specifically, my empirical research comprises two main parts: the study
on regional development based on Taobao villages (Group B1) and the study on the development of
three furniture industry clusters (Group B2).

In Group Bl-paper 1, desk research facilitated the collection of statistical data, research reports, and
several books relevant to Taobao villages and counties over the years. | also conducted online
interviews with entrepreneurs from Taobao Vvillages, local officials, and other stakeholders,
complemented by additional offline interviews conducted by co-authors (totaling 33 interviews). The
interviews focused on how local economies leverage digital platforms for development, discussing the
human and non-human actor networks involved (detailed interview questionnaires in Appendix 1).
Furthermore, | joined several WeChat groups related to e-commerce and live-streaming commerce
and monitored many initiatives from e-commerce platforms and related government policies through
social media. In Group Bl-paper 2, | primarily collected secondary data and statistical information,
further interpreting the results of fsQCA studies based on information gathered during the desk
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research phase.

The primary data for Group B2 came from two rounds of field research involving 113 interviews across
three clusters, including 85 formal interviews (detailed participant list in Appendix in Group B2-paper
3). The players involved in the interviews include government officials, corporate leaders and
employees, leaders from various associations, managers from different platforms, and academic
experts. The first round, from August to December 2022, comprised 69 formal interviews across the
Shunde, Nankang, and Suining case studies (detailed interview themes in Appendix 2), focusing on
the impact of e-commerce platforms on local furniture clusters. The second round, from January to
February 2024, involved 16 additional formal interviews centered on resilience in Shunde and Nankang,
addressing the impact of various crises on local furniture clusters and local responses (supplementary
questions in Appendix 3).

3.4.2 Cases Background

The cases involved in this research include multiple Taobao villages and three furniture industry
clusters. The Taobao village cases are analyzed at two scales: village-level in Group B1-paper 1 and
county-level agglomeration comparisons in PartB1-paper 2. Since Group B1 involves widely dispersed
cases, which are thoroughly described in the research papers, further elaboration here is omitted.
Group B2's paper focus on three furniture industry clusters located in Shunde, Nankang, and Suining
(although PartB2-paperl only involves two of these). These clusters are situated in Foshan City,
Guangdong Province; Ganzhou City, Jiangxi Province; and Xuzhou City, Jiangsu Province, respectively
(Figure 2).
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Figure 2 The Location of the Cases in China

In the context of a developed platform economy in China, all three clusters are actively exploring and
developing their offline and online furniture industries. Detailed descriptions of each case are provided
in the individual research papers, while general information about these locations is presented in Table
3.
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Table 4 Basic Information about Shunde, Nankang and Suining

Basic information
(end of 2022)

Shunde District

Nankang District

Suining County

Location

Foshan City, Guangdong
Province

Ganzhou City, Jiangxi
Province

Xuzhou City, Jiangsu
Province

Administrative Level

District under the jurisdiction of a
city

Transition from a county-level
city to a district (in 2013)

County-level city

Population (in

Total resident population: 3.21

Total resident population: 0.83

Total resident population:
1.07

yuan)

million) Registered population: 1.62 Registered population: 0.78 lRe3%|stered population:
GDP (in million 416639 44390 68000

yuan)

per capita GDP (in 128517 53547 63551

Economic Focus

Home appliances, machinery
equipment, jewelry, furniture
hardware, textiles and apparel

Furniture, minerals, and
electronics

E-commerce and home
furnishings, textiles and
apparel, home appliances,
food and agricultural
product processing

Title

China's Furniture Manufacturing
Capital;

China's Furniture Material
Capital; China's Furniture Trade
Capital

China's Solid Wood Home
Capital

China's first town on
furniture online sales

The beginning of
furniture
development:

1970s

1990s

2006+

Furniture target
market

Region: Europe and America
markets

Tier: middle and higer-tier
market

Segments: diversified
Channel: offline and online

Region: Southeast Asian
markets

Tier: middle and lower-tier
market

Segments: primarily wooden
furniture

Channel: offline and online

Region: Domestic markets
Tier: lower-tier market
Segments: Temporary
assembly furniture,
primarily wooden furniture
Channel: primarily online

3.4.3 Comparative Analysis Based on Qualitative Research

Triangulation focuses on "making connections within particular cases and across different cases, scales,
and contexts” (Yeung, 2024, p. 22), facilitating a continuous comparison of both intra-case and inter-
case evolutionary and relational dimensions. To obtain comprehensive insights from both evolutionary
and relational perspectives, qualitative data are essential. Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 3) define
qualitative research as “-- a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set
of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the world”.
Cresswell and Poth (2016) view qualitative research as a process where researchers build a complex,
holistic picture to explore and understand social or human problems, essentially acting as the research
instrument themselves.

In Group B1-paperl, the rich background and interview data collected enabled a comparative analysis
of common and unique features across multiple Taobao villages, identifying universal compulsory
network actors and reasons behind different development trajectories. Group B1-paper2 used fsQCA
to compare the conditions that maintain expansion of the Taobao villages in 50 counties, identifying
four distinct conditions for enduring expansion. The diversity of data sources and the use of fsQCA
helped to eliminate biases inherent in one-sided research findings (Adam, 2011). QCA provides a
middle ground between quantitative variable research and qualitative case studies, effectively
leveraging the strengths of both approaches. It also offers a systematic comparative method for
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studies with midsize Ns (10-50), facilitating structured comparisons across cases (De Meur et al., 20009;
Fiss, 2011; Grillitsch et al., 2022; Ragin, 2008; Rutten, 2019, 2020, 2022; Su & Fan, 2022).

In PartB2-paperl, | examined the impacts of various crises on Shunde and Nankang and their
respective responses, including how digital platformization affects clusters with different backgrounds.
In PartB2-paper2, although the primary analysis was based on three industrial clusters, the comparison
extended across scales (manufacturing clusters and less developed areas or even countries) and
through different stages of the platform economy (from its initial to its maturity phase). PartB2-paper3
also employed cross-scale (firm-cluster-chains & networks) and cross-temporal (traditional offline
networks and emerging online networks) comparisons.

Drawing on rich, in-depth, and comprehensive case information and integrating various theoretical
frameworks, these diverse forms of comparison enabled me to engage in repeated iterative processes
of deductive and inductive reasoning (Figure 1). This approach allowed for a multifaceted examination
and verification of how digital platforms influence local development from various perspectives. These
methodological strategies not only highlight the complexity of digital transformation across different
regions and industries but also enhance the robustness of the findings by addressing the dynamic
interplay between historical legacies and transforming agencies.
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Chapter 4: Research Papers

» Group A Reflections on Paradigm and Theories

® Paper 1 Fragmented or Engaged Pluralism in Economic Geography?

The manuscript is published in Progress in Human Geography, in December 2023

Versions of this manuscript were presented by Han Chu at the following conference:

10/2023: Economic Geography Specialized Committee of the Geographical Society of China 2023
Academic Annual Conference, Wuhan, China.

® Paper 2 Advancing Spatial Ontology in Evolutionary Economic Geography

The manuscript is published in Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, in
November 2023

» Group Bl Regional Development in the Platform Era

® Paper 1 Placing the Platform Economy: The Emerging, Developing and Upgrading of
Taobao Villages as a Platform-based Place Making Phenomenon in China

The manuscript is published in Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, in March

2023

\ersions of this manuscript were presented by Han Chu at the following conference:

06/2022: Global Conference on Economic Geography, Dublin, Ireland.

07/2022: The 6th Geography of Innovation Conference 2022, Milano, Italy.

® Paper 2 Exploring the Mechanisms of Platform Empowered Cluster Development:
Evidence from the Case of Taobao Villages in Rural China

The manuscript is published in Regional Studies, in February 2024

\ersions of this manuscript were presented by Han Chu at the following conference:

03/2023: Northern German Economic Geography Colloquium, Kiel, Germany.

» Group B2 Cluster Development in the Platform Era

® Paper 1 All Roads Lead to... Resilience?! Unravelling Cluster Resilience in the Polycrisis
Era

The manuscript is submitted to Journal of Economic Geography, in April 2024

® Paper 2 From Smile Curve to Wicked Smile? On the Role of Digital Platforms to Empower
Industries and Clusters in Emerging Economies

The manuscript is submitted to Regional Studies, in February 2024

\ersions of this manuscript were presented by Han Chu at the following conference:

09/2023: Deutscher Kongress flir Geographie, Frankfurt, Germany.

® Paper 3 Market Coupling and Multi-Scalar Reorganizations in the Digital Platform Era:
Evidences from Three Furniture Clusters in China

The manuscript is submitted to Economic Geography, in March 2024

Versions of this manuscript were presented by Han Chu at the following conference:

06/2023: Regional Studies Association Annual Conference, Ljubljana, Slovenia.
12/2023: Regional Studies Association China Division Annual Conference, Zhuhai, China.
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Abstract

According to some economic geographers, modern economic geography has been increasingly fragmented
over the last twenty years, concerning both its themes and its paradigms. However, so far, no bibliometric
analysis has been carried out to quantitatively measure the degree of fragmentation in economic geography
concerning paradigms. In this paper, we therefore aim to analyze the state of the art in economic geography
concerning paradigms and perspectives based on a combination of a bibliometric and qualitative analysis. We
conclude that fragmented pluralism is less of a problem than stated in scholars’ qualitative judgments.
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Sheppard (2010) lamented that intra-disciplinary
plurality and variegation in economic geography
have resulted in fragmented pluralism in which a
range of insular coteries mainly produce monologues
and hence rarely engage in dialogue. This diagnosis
of fragmented pluralism has been subsequently ut-
tered by other economic geographers, as well (see
Aoyama et al., 2011a; Clare and Siemiatycki, 2014;

I Introduction

Recently, there are increasing concerns in economic
geography about intra-disciplinary fragmentation,
particularly triggered with the proliferation of par-
adigms and perspectives' (Evolutionary Economic
Geography, Relational Economic Geography, Insti-
tutional Economic Geography, Geographical Politi-
cal Economy, and Alternative Economic
Geographies), which renders economic geography
pluralist and heterodox (Barnes and Christophers,
2018; Clark et al., 2018). First, Barnes (2009: 326)
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Muellerleile et al., 2014; Sheppard et al., 2012;
Suwala, 2023). In a reaction, Barnes and Sheppard
(2010) suggested engaged pluralism with the help of
trading zones, and recently, Martin (2021) similarly
suggested boundary objects and bridging concepts as
a solution to fragmented pluralism.

Although pluralism as such has many positive
sides and is hence applauded by most economic
geographers, as it allows for studying a complex
economic world, conceptual and explanatory inno-
vation, and policy relevance (Martin, 2021), frag-
mented pluralism has been regarded by many
economic geographers, us included, as a problem.
However, the discussions about fragmented and
engaged pluralism are based on qualitative and
sentimental judgments of scholars but have not been,
to the best of our knowledge, analyzed in a systemic,
quantitative way.

Inspired by concerns, discussions, and proposed
solutions for fragmented pluralism, this study has
two aims. First, we aim to uncover the extent of
economic geographers’ intra-disciplinary dialogue
and conversation with the help of a bibliometric
analysis. Although publications are not the only
building blocks of science, they certainly are crucial
elements in the process of intellectual communica-
tion. Therefore, bibliometric methods can provide a
way to map the fragmentation and/or engagement in
economic geography (Van Raan, 2004). Based on
studies of interdisciplinary scientific research, we
argue that with the help of the analysis of paradigm-
specific citations pointing to other paradigms, we can
indicate the level of dialogue between paradigms (see
Glanzel et al., 2019; Moed et al., 2004; Wagner et al.,
2011). By analyzing bibliographic coupling, direct
citation, and keywords, we can reveal the extent of
communication among economic  geography
scholars, since the breakdown of all publications
cited or referenced in a specific paradigm cluster
provides an interesting overview of its intra-
disciplinary profile (Bordons et al., 2005;
Leydesdorff et al, 2018; Leydesdorff and
Amsterdamska, 1990; Weingart, 2010).

Our second aim is to identify, through a biblio-
metric analysis, potential bridging concepts as com-
mon communication points, permitting dialogical
knowledge transfer between different paradigms, and

hence contributing to engaged pluralism and to
strengthening economic geography’s theoretical core.
In the following section of the paper, we first
provide some context on economic geography, as
well as on paradigms in general, then summarize the
five paradigms and then review the discussion on
fragmented and engaged pluralism in economic
geography. Then, we lay out our bibliometric
framework of analysis. In the next section, based on
the results of our analysis, we discuss the implica-
tions for fragmentation and engagement in economic
geography and show potential bridging concepts. We
outline a brief conclusion in the final section.

Il Economic geography:
Debating pluralism

As a historically evolving and heterogeneous nexus
of objects, problems, theories, and methods (Barry
et al., 2008), each discipline consists of a unique set
of institutionalized intellectual communities arising
at a specific point in history, paying particular at-
tention to pragmatic academic issues and wider
political concerns (Scott, 2005). Economic geogra-
phy is a discipline that currently blossoms and has
moved beyond its original focus(es) on industrial
location and/or trade routes and modes of trans-
portation (Aoyama et al., 2011b; Barnes and
Christophers, 2018; Leyshon et al., 2011; Malecki,
2015; Suwala, 2023). In fact, economic geography
has become a vibrant and productive field having “an
impact that resonates increasingly far beyond the
discipline of geography itself” (Scott, 2000: 497),
with its high-ranking academic journals (such as the
Journal of Economic Geography and Economic
Geography), conferences (such as the Global Con-

ference on Economic Geography), workshops, and

summer schools, and its powerful role as a supplier of
scientific knowledge for analysis and policy-making
(Asheim, 2020; Barnes and Christophers, 2018;
Clark et al., 2018).

The consensus among most economic geogra-
phers is that economic activities across space are the
discipline’s main research object (see Clark et al.,
2018; Florida and Adler, 2020; Malecki, 2015;
MacKinnon and Cumbers, 2019). According to the
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broad definition of MacKinnon and Cumbers (2019:
15), economic geography can be defined as a dis-
cipline that “... is concerned with concrete questions
about the location and distribution of economic ac-
tivity, the role of uneven geographical development
and processes of local and regional economic de-
velopment. It asks the key questions of ‘what’ (the
type of economic activity), ‘where’ (location), ‘why’
(requiring explanation) and ‘so what’ (referring to
the implications and consequences of particular ar-
rangements and processes).”

Since the discipline focuses on contextual (time
and place) analysis (Asheim, 2020; Coe et al., 2013;
Gong and Hassink, 2020; MacKinnon, 2009) and is
closely linked to its empirical object of inquiry,
economic geography and its theoretical frameworks,
topical research orientations, and practices have been
incessantly renewing, diversifying, and variegating
in order to examine the constantly transforming
spatial and economic structures of capitalism (Barnes
et al., 2007; Sheppard et al., 2004, 2012).

Moreover, in order to cope with and explain the
complex and nuanced world of economic geogra-
phies of the modern capitalist world, economic ge-
ography has been drawing heavily from neighboring
disciplines, such as heterodox economics, economic
sociology, economic anthropology, political science,
and business studies (Barnes and Christophers, 2018;
Hudson, 2006; MacKinnon and Cumbers, 2019). As
Peck puts it, “extradisciplinary ‘reading around’ is
normal practice” (Peck, 2005: 129). Particularly in
the 1990s and the early 2000s, the “turns” empha-
sizing the cultural, institutional, and evolutionary
foundations of the economic processes were affected
by these neighboring disciplines. Proper economic
geography, as a sub-discipline of human geography
(Martin, 2011; Sunley, 2012), currently is a hetero-
dox and pluralist discipline that is constituted by
different paradigms, each emphasizing different
phenomena, explanatory theories, and research
questions. There are currently no fewer than five
paradigms in the relatively small discipline (see
Table 1): Institutional Economic Geography (IEG),
Relational Economic Geography (REG), Evolu-
tionary Economic Geography (EEG), Geographical
Political Economy (GPE), and Alternative Economic
Geographies (AEG) (Barnes and Christophers, 2018;

Clark et al., 2018; MacKinnon and Cumbers, 2019).
Although differing regarding several issues men-
tioned above, they by and large “... share a critical
stance towards positivistic thinking in geographical
economics” (Gong and Hassink, 2020: 375).

Even though we use paradigms as a proxy for any
other similar term, such as schools of thought or
perspectives', it is worthwhile to briefly elaborate
more on Kuhn and what he meant by paradigms,
paradigm shifts, and the incommensurability between
paradigms (for more detailed accounts, see Anand
et al., 2020; Kuhn, 2012; Nickles, 2003; Weichhart,
2012, 2018), as it potentially has consequences for the
question about engaged versus fragmented pluralism.
According to Martin (2021: 5), “geographers do not
often refer to the later Kuhn, but his ideas ... seem
much closer to how economic geography has de-
veloped in recent decades” (Martin, 2021: 5). In
Kuhn’s original work on paradigms, defined as
“universally recognized scientific achievements that
for a time provide model problems and solutions to a
community of practitioners” (Kuhn, 2012: xlii),
normal science and revolutionary science were dis-
tinguished and one paradigm at the time would
dominate, which is supposed to be incommensurable
with a new paradigm because of methodological,
ontological, and epistemological differences. Later on,
Kuhn (1990) weakened his statements on incom-
mensurability, confining it to semantic differences
(Sankey, 1993). Particularly in social sciences, such as
human geography, the co-existence of several para-
digms (paradigmatic pluralism, Martin, 2021: 4) with
only semantic incommensurability is common
(Bassett, 1999; Weichhart, 2012, 2016). Concerning
economic geography, Martin (2021: 5) rightly ob-
serves that “... the evolution of the discipline over
recent decades would seem to be characterised by an
increasing array of subfields ... rather than any simple
succession of one dominant or hegemonic approach or
paradigm by another” (Martin, 2021: 5). It “... does
tend to consist of numerous distinct ‘epistemic
communities’ that subscribe to different paradigmatic
combinations of ontology, theory and method”
(Martin, 2021: 5).

As pointed out above, we currently witness a multi-
paradigmatic situation in proper economic geography,
without strong incommensurabilities, as the
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Table 1. Overview of current paradigms of economic geography with key characteristics.

Key theoretical

Main view on

Paradigm background Key concepts Key questions/topics Methods place/space
EEG Evolutionary Routines; path Evolutionary processes of Deductive  Neutral space =>
economics dependence/ economic activities and real place
creation; lock-ins; inductive (territorial
(un)related variety; context)
branching
REG Relational turn in Networks; power; Interaction and Inductive Multi-scalar
social sciences; social agency; interrelations between places—space
economic embeddedness different agents and as perspective
sociology their influence on
economic activities
IEG Institutional Formal institutions; The role of institutional  Inductive Real places at
economics; the informal institutions; settings on economic different scales,
French structure-agency performance place
Regulation dependence
School
GPE Political economy; Capitalism; labor; Capitalism and uneven Inductive National places
Marxian capital; inequalities; spatial development;
economics the relationships
between the state,
labor, and capital
AEG Cultural economy,  Performativity; Non-capitalist relations  Inductive Socially
post- discourse; context and practices; de- constructed
structuralism growth; diverse space

economies; fair trade

Source: (Bathelt and Gliickler, 2003; Barnes et al., 2012; Boschma and Frenken, 2018; Gertler, 2010; MacKinnon and Cumbers, 2019).

paradigms share a critical stance towards positivism
and have other philosophies of science as their basis
(Gong and Hassink, 2020). This makes engaged
pluralism a realistic option and a gestalt shift not
necessary. The situation differs, however, between
proper economic geography and geographical eco-
nomics, which is strongly based on critical rationalism
and positivism, and which is therefore largely in-
commensurable to paradigms in proper economic
geography. Sunley (2012) writes about critical or even
antagonistic pluralism between geographical eco-
nomics and proper economic geography. We therefore
focus in the rest of the paper on the five paradigms
within proper economic geography from which we
can expect engaged pluralism and leave the discussion
about dialogue and exchange between proper eco-
nomic geography and geographical economics to
others (Bathelt et al., 2017; Garretsen and Martin,
2010; Gaspar, 2021; Overman, 2004; Sunley, 2012).

In the remainder of this section, we summarize the
five paradigms. We discuss both launching and core
papers which define the paradigms, as well as some
more peripheral literature which is also relevant for
understanding their key aims, theories, and ques-
tions, but which might, in some cases, be less close
their core. The purpose is not to critically discuss
how close literature belongs to the core of each
paradigm, which we leave to others, but to give an
overview as a basis for discussing fragmented and
engaged pluralism.

| Institutional economic geography

Influenced by the French regulation theory and
institutional economics, sociology, and political
science, and nourished by the growing recognition
of the “the socio-cultural” within economic geog-
raphy (Martin, 2000), institutional economic
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geography (IEG) aims to explain the roles and
impact of institutions on the way economic activ-
ities are organized across space (Gertler, 2018).
Moreover, it illuminates why economic activities
are organized the way they are by investigating the
co-evolution of economic activities and institutions
(Gong and Hassink, 2019).

According to IEG, actors are bounded ratio-
nalities and their economic activities are socially
constructed and territorially embedded phenom-
ena, and hence institutions either enable or con-
strain them (Gertler, 2010; Rodriguez-Pose, 2013).
Therefore, IEG emphasizes that economic life in
space and its changes can be uncovered by re-
ferring to institutions which surround economic
actors and link “the economic” and “the social”
(MacKinnon, 2020). Notably, since the substantive
implication of institutions shaping economic
processes varies due to broader institutional
framework particularities of places, the analytical
focus and geographical orientation of IEG are on
the place(s) at different spatial scales and their
institutional specificities.

Institutions comprise both formal institutions
including codified rules, regulations, and arrange-
ments (e.g., property rights) and informal ones in-
cluding conventions, values, expectations, and
norms (e.g., trust between actors) (Pike et al., 2015).
Rather than separating them, IEG scholars analyze
their complex inter-relationships (see Zukauskaite
et al., 2017) and how they are related to the varia-
tion of institutional regimes across space shaping
local economic outcomes.

Overall, even if conceptualizations of institutions
differ, also between the paradigms in economic
geography, IEG has been interested in understanding
more broadly how institutions shape and constrain all
forms of economic behavior and practices, from
innovation, organizational change, and entrepre-
neurship to inter-firm relations and learning, from
labor and capital markets to environmental responses
to climate challenges (Gertler, 2018; Rodriguez-
Pose, 2020). While this interest initially mainly fo-
cused on national institutions, influenced by neigh-
boring disciplines, it has expanded to include
interactions of regional institutions with national and
supra-national institutions, as well (see Amin and

Thrift, 1995; Gertler, 2004; Pike et al., 2015;
Rodriguez-Pose and Di Cataldo, 2015; Rodriguez-
Pose and Storper, 2009).

2 Relational economic geography

Influenced mainly by economic sociology and het-
erodox economics, REG assumes that the causal
factors of socio-spatial changes in economic land-
scapes are created by, transformed by, and embedded
in relationships and interdependencies between
people, places, institutions, and firms, at local, re-
gional, national, and global scales (Bathelt and
Gliickler, 2011; Rantisi and Boggs, 2020; Yeung,
2005). Space is seen “as a perspective” (Bathelt and
Gliickler, 2003: 124) for inquiring economic phe-
nomena, rather than being an explanatory variable
for economic actions and their consequences. Cor-
respondingly, through the “geographical lens,” REG
attempts to analytically trace and explain localized
economic processes across places, spaces, and scales
(Bathelt and Gliickler, 2003; Bathelt, 2006).

Since micro-entities, such as firms and organi-
zational structures and their actions, are not isolated
atoms but closely linked to their suppliers, cus-
tomers, and institutional context in which they op-
erate, economic action and change are fundamentally
contextual (Bathelt and Gliickler, 2018). Therefore,
REG highlights networks and relationships as ana-
lytical focus in which actors are embedded, without
prioritizing a particular scale per se (Boggs and
Rantisi, 2003; Murphy, 2018; Yeung, 2005).

Moreover, economic actions are considered
having a path-dependent character, that is, eco-
nomic action enables, constrains, and transforms the
localized material and institutional conditions of
future economic action (Bathelt and Gliickler,
2003). Institutions centrally influence the evolu-
tion of economic landscapes as the socio-
institutional context creates opportunities for eco-
nomic action and interaction that would otherwise
not exist (Bathelt and Gliickler, 2003, 2011).
However, institutions are not conceptualized as
entities that structurally determine economic ac-
tivities but rather as important mediators having
top-down and bottom-up effects across scales,
which stabilize economic relations (Bathelt and
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Gliickler, 2011; Gliickler and Lenz, 2018). The
emphasis on path dependence and institutions
shows how relational economic geography has been
influenced by different parts of heterodox eco-
nomics, namely, evolutionary economics and in-
stitutional economics, respectively.

Furthermore, the principle of contingency is
emphasized, that is, the strategies and actions of
agents can deviate from existing development paths
(Bathelt and Gliickler, 2011). Even if firms as eco-
nomic agents operate under the same conditions, they
may produce different outcomes in terms of spe-
cialization and competitive behavior (Bathelt and
Gliickler, 2003, 2018).

To understand how, why, and to whom/where
resources flow, REG emphasizes “the ties or
interconnections—their strength, density, symmetry,
and range—between economic actors embedded in
historically derived institutional environments as
well as social networks” (Murphy, 2018: 162). With
this emphasis, REG has been influential in research
on clusters, networks, value chains, and global
production networks, where tacit knowledge, social
interactions, and/or interpersonal trust play a key role
in determining who participates, innovates, and
performs better or worse (Murphy, 2018: 162).

3 Evolutionary economic geography

Based on Darwinian thinking (biology) and guided
by Schumpeter’s notion of creative destruction and
informed by evolutionary economics (Nelson and
Winter, 1982), EEG studies “how geography matters
in determining the nature and trajectory of the
evolution of the economic system,” as well as “the
processes by which the economic landscape — the
spatial organisation of economic production, circu-
lation, exchange, distribution and consumption
— are transformed from within over time ...”
(Boschma and Martin, 2010: 6, 7). Moreover, to
analyze and understand the (uneven geographical)
evolution of economies, EEG emphasizes histori-
cally acquired organizational routines determining
the behavior and location of firms (Boschma and
Frenken, 2006). Routines, as organizational skills
and capabilities, play a vital and decisive role in the

capacities of firms to adapt, survive, and compete in a
dynamic environment (Boschma and Frenken,
2009).

Accordingly, the evolution of the economy, which
is regarded as a dynamic, irreversible, and self-
organizing system (Rafiqui, 2008), is understood
as the result of the creation and retaining of new
organizational routines, and of their selective
transmission and diffusion (Boschma and Frenken,
2011; Kogler, 2015). Since economic actors and
firms operate in territorial context (real places)
(Boschma and Frenken, 2006), their activities are
both path- and place-dependent (Martin and Sunley,
2006).

Therefore, drivers and mechanisms for evolution
and change of the economy do not originate and
operate evenly across space (Boschma and Martin,
2010). The bounded rationality and cognitive con-
straints of actors and firms as well as the existence of
enabling or constraining conditions (such as insti-
tutions) in real places affecting the creation and
diffusion of routines can make the routine trans-
mission process imperfect. “This leads to uneven
geographical patterns, as embodied in agglomera-
tions, center-periphery patterns, clusters, and net-
works” (Boschma and Frenken, 2018: 214).

Evolutionary economic geography contributes to
explaining and analyzing novelty (new products and
technologies, new firms, and new industries),
knowledge, and innovation emergence and diffusion,
the emergence of spatial economic structures from
the micro-behavior of economic agents, and differ-
ences in regional economic growth (Boschma and
Frenken, 2018; Kogler, 2015; Martin and Sunley,
2015). EEG research is mainly carried out through
three interrelated strands: First, path dependence
(Martin and Sunley, 2006; Strambach, 2010), lock-
ins (Grabher, 1993; Hassink, 2007, 2010), spatial
evolution of industries (especially diversification,
branching, and variety) (Boschma et al., 2013;
Boschma and Wenting, 2007; Frenken et al., 2007;
Neffke et al., 2011, 2018; Wenting, 2008), and path
development (Grillitsch et al., 2018; Isaksen, 2015;
Simmie, 2012; Trippl et al., 2018); secondly, clusters
and their evolution (Martin and Sunley, 2003, 2011;
Maskell and Malmberg, 2007; Menzel and Fornahl,
2010; Popp and Wilson, 2007); and thirdly, networks
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and their evolution (Balland, 2012; Broekel and
Boschma, 2012; Giuliani, 2013; Morrison and
Rabellotti, 2009; Ter Wal, 2014).

4 Geographical political economy

Emerged in the 1970s from the attempts in economic
geography to address issues of urban and regional
restructuring by getting insights from Marxist po-
litical economy and affected by economic sociology
and economic anthropology (Bok, 2019; MacKinnon
and Cumbers, 2019) as well as by seminal work of
Harvey (1982) and Smith (1984), GPE’s core focus is
on capitalism and its geographies, as a specific social,
economic, and political formation. Their trajectories
are formed by class and geographical conflict, as well
as by the unintended effects of economic decisions
and political actions (Sheppard, 2000).

According to geographical political economy
scholars, “the economic” goes beyond simple market
exchange, including capitalist commodity produc-
tion having a spatial-temporal nature being far from
equilibrium (Sheppard, 2018). The geography of
capitalism is not assumed exogenous to the economy
but actively produced through the development and
restructuring of the economy (Lefebvre, 1991;
MacKinnon and Cumbers, 2019; Sheppard, 2011).
Moreover, space and place are transformed, the
nature and significance of geographical scales are
altered, and distance and connections are re-
constructed through their fundamental relations with
capitalism (Pike, 2020; Sheppard, 2018).

By analyzing relationships between the state,
power, labor, and capital, GPE tries to capture the
moving (unequal) spatial matrix of “the economic”
which is affected by unstable and crisis-prone pro-
cesses under capitalism (Hu and Lin, 2011; Jones,
2008). It is particularly interested in how labor
processes, wage relations, regulatory architectures,
and technological systems, which make up an his-
torical regime of capital accumulation, enable,
constrain, and influence the dynamics and interaction
of firms, industries, labor markets, institutions, and
regional patterns of development, which together
make up the space economy of capitalism (Sheppard,
2011). Research topics vary from deindustrialization
to financialization and the production of scale (see

Brenner, 2004; Peck and Whiteside, 2016; Pike,
2005, 2006; Wainwright, 2012).

5 Alternative economic geographies

Influenced by post-structuralism stressing the social
construction of meaning, identity, and representation
and the cultural turn (MacKinnon and Cumbers, 2019;
Sheppard et al., 2004), an alternative approach can be
identified in economic geography, called “Alternative
Economic Geographies,” by Barnes and Christophers
(2018). It is “broadening out from Marxism and
feminism and drawing eclectically on economic an-
thropology, economic sociology, institutional eco-
nomics, area studies, and studies of the underground
and informal economies” (Gibson-Graham, 2008:
615). AEG is a paradigm, a diverse economy research
program, or movement (Smith, 2012), reframing both
“the economic” and “the geography” of economic
geography research (Gibson-Graham, 1996; Gibson-
Graham and Dombroski, 2020a).

Challenging mainstream economy thinking, it
signals “alternative,” previously neglected, margin-
alized, and non-capitalist economic activities, prac-
tices, and processes (Hudson, 2006; Sheppard et al.,
2004). AEG attempts to open up to the capitalism’s
others who also contribute to maintaining livelihoods
alongside, supporting those who earn wages, and
generate new  wealth  (Gibson-Graham and
Dombroski, 2020a), by conceptualizing “economic
geographies [that] are so much more than mere
spatial manifestations of a singular and autonomous
economic logic” (Lee, 2011: 378)

Since it is assumed that what counts as “the
economy” is constituted in and distributed over space
via a diverse and complex mix of social relations,
understandings, representations and interpretations,
and practices (Hudson, 2005), economic geographies
are conceptualized as phenomena organized and
driven in diverse ways, rather than a singular one
(Lee, 2006, 2011). Across the socially constructed
spaces, “the economy” diversifies with a complex
interdependency of economic relations within the
variously constituted households, volunteers, self-
employed, family businesses, prisons, and illegals,
as well as industrial markets and sectors (Gibson-
Graham, 2003).
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Overall, AEG tries to illuminate the alternative
economic, social, and ecological practices in dif-
ferent aspects of the economy (Gibson-Graham et al.,
2013). AEG arguably represents the most open-
ended, context-dependent economic geography,
with research on topics ranging from worker coop-
eratives, to anti-mafia enterprises, violent economies,
precarious labor, to care-full economies (Gibson-
Graham and Dombroski, 2020b; Leyshon et al.,
2003).

6 Debating pluralism in economic geography

As mentioned in the introduction, particularly since
Barnes and Sheppard’s (2010) article, pluralism has
been debated in economic geography with different
nuances concerning what is good and bad about
pluralism, whether the discipline needs a core and if
so, how it should look like, and what the conse-
quences are of pluralism for the identity of the
discipline.

On the one hand, some economic geographers
argue in favor of the interdisciplinary structure and
decentered and heterodox intellectual culture of
economic geography, characterized by the existence
of these five different paradigms. This culture reflects
the discipline’s intellectual vitality and strength
rather than being a problem or weakness (Barnes
et al., 2012; Barnes and Christophers, 2018; Peck,
2005; Sheppard et al., 2004; Weichhart, 2018;
Martin, 2021). For instance, Hudson (2006: 55)
emphasized the necessity for plurality to deal with
the complex and nuanced nature of the modern
capitalist world, which would not be explicable by
one all-encompassing theoretical position. Similarly,
according to Agnew (2012: 567) the pluralist char-
acter of economic geography goes beyond “the
idealized image of 19" Century physics as the ul-
timate model of knowing.” Moreover, in Markusen’s
(2006) view, economic geography offers scholars,
policy-makers, and students a remarkable arena for
harnessing the best of sciences to understand change
because it is not hindered by strict orthodoxies and
limiting normative underpinnings. Indeed, these ar-
guments in favor of intra-disciplinary plurality are
quite justified. Because in the face of economic
geography’s context (place and space)-dependent

nature, an intellectual lock-in induced by scientific
monism would impede it in dealing with and un-
derstanding and explaining a multifaceted and
complex reality.

On the other hand, as has been stated in the in-
troduction, recently concerns have been rising in
economic geography about the flip sides of plural-
ism. Barnes and Sheppard (2010: 193) argued that
“economic geography has become increasingly
fragmented into a series of intellectual solitudes that
has created isolation, producing monologues rather
than conversation, and raising the question of how
knowledge production should proceed.” They called
this situation fragmented pluralism. Moreover, ac-
cording to Aoyama et al. (2011a: 111) “the in-
creasingly specialized and fragmented nature of the
discipline and the resulting ‘disappearing of the
middle’ lead to fewer dedicated scholars, which, in
turn, endangers the survival of the discipline.” Re-
latedly, this would lead to difficulties “to isolate a
disciplinary core” (Muellerleile et al., 2014: 11),
coming at “the expense of disciplinary cohesiveness,
which is sorely lacking” (Clare and Siemiatycki,
2014: 6). Similarly, fragmented pluralism in eco-
nomic geography led to the question of the raison-
d’étre of economic geography vis-a-vis geographical
economics and other neighboring social sciences
(Sheppard et al., 2012; Peck, 2015: 32).

In a reaction to these threats of fragmented plu-
ralism and related specialization traps, Sheppard and
Plummer (2007) and Barnes and Sheppard (2010)
developed the idea of engaged pluralism, as a pre-
scription for treatment. It has the potential to enable
mutually productive exchanges, through “trading
zones” in which different theoretical and intellectual
traditions are brought together through intersecting
research and discussion. Although there are some
doubts about what engaged pluralism means in
practice (see Simandan, 2011; Sunley, 2012), calls
for engaged pluralism have until now resonated in
the discipline (see Clare and Siemiatycki, 2014;
Mann, 2012; Rosenman et al., 2020). Some initia-
tives explore ways in which some degree of com-
bination, amalgamation, fusion, or synthesis of
different perspectives and theories might be
achievable (see Hassink et al., 2014; Hassink and
Gong, 2017; MacKinnon, 2012; Martin and Sunley,
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2015; Pike, 2020). For instance, MacKinnon (2012)
proposed a geographical political economy of evo-
lution (GPEE) approach trying to link EEG and IEG,
incorporating a social and pluralist conception of
institutions and agency, in order to be able to assess
the evolution of economic landscapes. Hassink et al.
(2014) followed the engaged pluralism argument in
order to attempt to combine evolutionary, relational,
and institutional economic geography in certain re-
spects. Moreover, seeking to foster engagement,
dialogue, and mutual learning, Pike (2020) outlined a
geographical political economy approach to eco-
nomic evolution and focus on geographically dif-
ferentiated pathways and institutions.

Recently, Martin (2021) proposed the ideas of
“integrative pluralism” and “boundary objects” to
economic geographers, as ways of pursuing
communication and knowledge exchange between
different epistemic communities while neverthe-
less preserving the advantages of theoretical and
perspectival pluralism. Inspired by Mitchell
(2004), Martin (2021: 15) categorized the inte-
grative initiatives in economic geography (such as
Hassink and Gong, 2017; Martin and Sunley,
2015) as “local theoretical unification,” which
explore possible overlaps and complementarities
between different paradigms or propose “founda-
tional” or “spanning” frameworks for uniting
particular viewpoints. He labeled other attempts
(such as Sheppard, 2016, 2018) as “foundational
pluralism,” which propose one or more common
“organizing principles” to which different per-
spectives can (or should) subscribe and under
which they can be unified. Moreover, Martin
(2021) proposed boundary objects and bridging
concepts as ways to facilitate integrated pluralism
across economic geography between different
epistemic communities, while nevertheless pre-
serving the advantages of theoretical and per-
spectival pluralism. Boundary objects refer to
objects that are dynamic, egalitarian, and flexible
concerning interpretations and have “... sufficient
acceptance across different scholars and disci-
plines of the idea in broad terms ... as to permit the
exchange (‘trade’) of ideas between different
perspectives” (Martin, 2021: 21). Bridging con-
cepts go one step further and actually actively link

“... fields and stimulates dialog” in an integrative
way (Baggio et al.,, 2015: 2). Martin (2021)
mentioned several examples of the latter, such as
clusters, path dependence, resilience, sustainabil-
ity, inequality, globalization, agglomeration,
global production networks, and governance.
Overall, discussions about fragmented pluralism
in economic geography and the proposals for en-
gaged or integrative pluralism as well as for
boundary objects and bridging concepts are mostly
based on narratives of economic geographers, that is,
their qualitative judgments (for an exception, see
Rosenman et al., 2020). In our view, arguments for
fragmented pluralism related to the communication
structure of economic geography first need to be
subject to empirical analysis. The bibliometric net-
work of economic geography publications can help
to learn more about intra-paradigm dialogue and
communication patterns. The use of bibliometrics
can quantitatively help to understand the research
foundation, the current state of research, and the
research trends in a given field (Boyack and Klavans,
2019; Van Eck and Waltman, 2014; Zupic and Cater,
2015). Therefore, based on three analyses, we tried to
empirically explore the relationships and interactions
among the five abovementioned paradigms in order
to provide a solid basis for these discussions and to
uncover both the extent of communication among
paradigms and their communication points (as
boundary objects and bridging concepts).

1l Data collection and
methodological approach

| Data collection

After several rounds of data collection and analysis
between June 2022 and August 2022, we finalized
a set of data collection and retrieval methods
shown in Table 2. For each paradigm, we collected
literature in English in two ways. First, we col-
lected papers citing the “launching paper(s)” of
each paradigm in economic geography (see
Table 2, first column); secondly, we collected
papers through a series of keywords (see Table 2,
second column).
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Since the data collected by these two methods will
overlap, the final data will be less than the sum of the
data collected by both methods. For example, although
we collected 318 and 383 articles for the EEG literature
by using “launching papers” and “keywords,” re-
spectively, we only obtained 560 articles. Furthermore,
we acknowledge that there might be some papers that
did not cite the launching paper or use corresponding
keywords, yet still belong to one or more of the par-
adigms. To prevent the omission of significant re-
cordings, based on multiple rounds of data collection
using several different search strings, we manually read
some papers with high citations, but which are not
included in this set of retrieval methods, and eventually
added 5, 7, 18, and 6 additional articles for EEG, REG,
IEG, and GPE, respectively (we put these manually
added articles in Appendix I).

Finally, we obtained 1034 pieces of data. Due to the
overlap of data obtained from searching through the
five paradigms search strings in Table 2, 162 papers
occupied 358 spaces among these 1034 pieces of data.
This means that these 162 papers involved at least two

Table 2. Data collection and retrieval strings.

paradigms. By manually reading these 162 papers, we
eventually found 53 papers that take engaged plu-
ralism seriously (we categorize them as EP a priori)
and the remaining papers that simply referred to
multiple paradigms. By referring to the Local Citation
Score (LCS)* as well as manual checks, we assigned
the remaining 109 papers into the paradigm with the
highest LCS based on the different single paradigms.
We acknowledge that not all papers citing a particular
launching paper or using special keywords necessarily
belong to, or are exclusively attributed to, that para-
digm. However, as the subsequent analysis in this
paper is mainly based on bibliometric analysis, such
instances are not predominant and do not affect the
main conclusions. Moreover, through the manual
check process described above about the EP category,
and the use of the LCS indicator, we are well posi-
tioned to identify papers that are widely cited and
recognized within the paradigm, while excluding
those that may not truly embody the core ideas of their
respective paradigms (since such articles often do not
have a high LCS).

Citing launching paper(s) AND All Manual Total

= (“economic geograph*”) Research string with keywords adding 1034

Boschma and Frenken, 2006—318 All = (((“evolutionary perspective*” OR “evolutionary 5 EEG-
approach™®’ OR “evolutionary turn*’) AND “economic 560-
geograph*”) OR (“evolutionary economic 565
geograph*”))—383

Bathelt and Gliickler, 2003; Yeung, All = (((“relational perspective®” OR “relational 7 REG-

2005—282 approach™ OR “relational turn*’) AND “economic 312-

geograph*”) OR (“relational economic geograph*”’))— 319
100

Gertler, 2010; Martin, 2000— 148  All = (((“institutional perspective*” OR “institutional 18 IEG-181-
approach®” OR “institutional turn*”’) AND “economic 199
geograph*”) OR (“institutional economic geograph*”))—
45

Gibson-Graham, 1996, 2008; All = ((“Alternative economic activit®” OR “Diverse 0 AEG-83-

Leyshon et al., 2003—70 econom™*” OR “Alternative Economic Space™” OR 83

“Alternative Economic Geograph*’ OR “The
proliferative econom™” OR “Alternative Financial
Space*” OR “Alternative Retail Space®” OR “Alternative
Work Space*” OR “Alternative Employment Space*” OR
“Alternative Exchange Space™” OR “Alternative lifestyle
Space*”) AND “economic geograph*’)—31

Sheppard, 201 1—35 All = ((“Geographical political econom*” OR “regional 6 GPE-58-
political econom*”) AND “economic geograph*”’)—34 64
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2 Choice of bibliometric networks

We used three bibliometric networks to map the re-
lationships and interactions among the five paradigms
(Table 3). First, a bibliographic coupling (BC) net-
work was used to measure the degree of overlap of
prior knowledge or the proximity of the relationships
among the five paradigms. BC is about the overlap of
the reference lists in different publications (Van Eck
and Waltman, 2022). It “... uses the number of ref-
erences shared by two documents as a measure of the
similarity between them. The more the bibliographies
of two articles overlap, the stronger their connection”
(Zupic and Cater, 2015: 434). Secondly, we used a
direct citation (DC) network to reflect the interaction
between the five paradigms to determine whether the
existing literature can be characterized as fragmented
or engaged in terms of communication and knowledge
exchange. Compared to BC networks, DC more di-
rectly shows the first-order links between two docu-
ments, tracing the citation of one publication by
another (Boyack and Klavans, 2019). We acknowl-
edge that DC between a few articles may not ade-
quately reflect the communication (engaged
pluralism) among paradigms, as such citation is
unidirectional. When paper A cites paper B, it only
represents B’s influence on A and hardly reflects A’s
impact on B (since the premise for B being cited is
often that it has already been published). However,
when viewed from the perspective of the entire group
of paradigm papers and over an extended time frame,
direct citations become a very indicative measure of
the dialogue and exchange among paradigms. Inspired

Table 3. Three bibliometric networks.

by Newell and Cousins (2015), we added a time di-
mension to this network (we call this Direct Citation
with Time, DCT) to reflect the evolutionary rela-
tionships between the paradigms. Finally, we used a
keyword-based (KB) analysis to find bridging con-
cepts among different paradigms. To complete the
four analyses described above, we used bibliometric
software including VOSviewer, Pajek, and HistCite.

IV Results of bibliometric analysis
| Trend

Based on the data collected above, we counted the
output of articles of different paradigms for each year
and obtained Figure 1. Overall, we recently see an, in
our view, worrisome overall trend of declining ref-
erence to current paradigms.

Figure 1 also shows that EEG is the largest of all
paradigms. REG rose before EEG but did not do as well
as EEG after 2009. Based on the year-by-year number of
all paradigm papers, we roughly divided it into three
phases: before 2007 (the start-up phase), from 2007 to
2017 (the rapid growth phase), and after 2017 (the
fluctuating development phase). Figure 1 also shows that
some paradigms, such as GPE and AEG, are not often
referred to.

The popularity of EEG can be partly explained by
the active role of its main scholars organizing special
sessions at conferences, such as Dieter Kogler who
organized during a long time successfully special
sessions at the AAG Annual Meeting with EEG in its

Bibliometric networks Core of the network

Answer the questions in this article

|. Bibliographic
coupling (BC)

2. Direct citation
(19

publications

2a. Direct citation
with time (DCT)
straightforward
3. Keywords-based
analysis (KB)

The overlap of the reference lists in different

The frequency status of keywords appearing
simultaneously in different fields

How much their prior knowledge differ
across paradigms?

Mixed citation and cited relationships, as both reflect How much fragmented or engaged
the “trade” between the publications

pluralism there among the different
paradigms?

Adding a time dimension to DC makes the origin and How the different paradigms evolve
evolution of the literature more intuitive, visible, and

conditioned by each other?

How do the different paradigms bridge
to each other?
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Figure |. Output trend of five paradigms.

title, as well as special issues, such as in Regional
Studies (Kogler, 2015) and the Cambridge Journal of
Regions, Economy and Society (Kogler et al., 2023).
The main scholars of the other paradigms have been
less active in this respect. Other reasons for the
waxing and waning of paradigms are generational
transitions and related life cycles, empirical research
showing the decreasing of their explanatory power,
and a lacking fit to societal needs. Concerning the
latter, arguably, given current crisis-ridden times,
GPE might gain momentum in the near future, given
its emphasis on the state and macro-scale analysis, as
suggested recently by Essletzbichler et al. (2023). It
would go beyond the scope of this paper to discuss
these issues in much more detail here, but they need
to be included in future debates about paradigms and
pluralism in economic geography.

2 To what extent does prior knowledge differ
across paradigms?

As stated in Section I11.2, BC shows the relationship of a
common reference between two papers (citing paper).

The higher the number of the same references (cited
articles), the more they share the same research base, the
higher the similarity between these two papers (citing
paper). When we analyze from the BC network per-
spective, the more links there are between two paradigms,
the fewer differences or deviations there are between
these two. According to the algorithm of VOSviewer, the
closer the location of different nodes in the BC network in
the visualization, the stronger the coupling relationship
will be. In other words, paradigms that are close to each
other tend to share common prior knowledge, which
means they are more similar. Vice versa, paradigms that
are far from each other usually do not cite the same
publications, which means they are more different.

We have formed two BC networks based on dif-
ferent filtering criteria, which are visualized in Figures
2 and 3, respectively. Figure 2 shows the BC networks
of the five paradigms (after deducting the 53 EP pa-
pers). We retained 183 papers according to the
threshold of LCS no fewer than 5. Of these, EEG
contributed 115, REG 47, IEG 16, AEG 3, and GPE
2 papers”. Through Figure 2, we can easily observe that
the coupling relationships between EEG and REG are
overall independent, indicating that they are overall
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distanced and dissimilar to each other. However, as the
most and second most cited articles within EEG
(identified by the node size in Figure 2), Boschma and
Frenken (2006) and Martin and Sunley (2006) are, re-
spectively, closely coupled to REG and IEG, which
indicates that the important contributions of EEG are
closely related to REG and IEG. Moreover, it shows that
IEG is strongly coupled with both EEG and REG. In
particular, example BCel (Grillitsch, 2015) and example
BCe2 (Markusen, 1996), although both articles belong
to the IEG paradigm, strongly share research foundations
with EEG and REG, respectively (using the same
principle, we have labeled 10 such special articles in
Figures 2 and 3). In addition, although the coupling
density is lower than the ones of REG, EEG, and IEG,
GPE also is bibliographically coupled with IEG. Finally,
AEQG is only slightly close to REG and IEG and has
almost no coupling relationship with EEG.

Figure 3 shows the BC networks of five paradigms
and 53 EP articles. In this figure, we filtered out
209 articles using a threshold of LCS1034 no fewer than

7. Among them, we obtained 98 EEG, 47 REG, 25 IEG,
4 AEG, and 6 GPE articles. At the same time, the
remaining 25 EP articles from the original set of 53 EP
articles were added as the sixth cluster to the network.
By examining the changes in the number of papers for
different paradigms in Figures 2 and 3, we found that
except for the EEG paradigm, which has decreased in
size, all other paradigms have increased in size as the
filtering criterion changed from LCS >5 to LCS1034 >
7. This to some extent indicates that the EEG paradigm
has a higher internal self-citation rate than the other
paradigms. In other words, EEG has a more closely
connected internal network, which validates our argu-
ment in Section IV.1 that the popularity of EEG is due to
its active internal interactions, including conferences,
special issues, and of course, internal self-citations.
Figure 3 also confirms our interpretation of Figure 2,
that IEG has the highest number of couplings with other
paradigms because it has the most overlapping bibli-
ography with EP. Finally, as the node size is represented
by LCS1034, we can also identify articles that are
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important in all paradigms by the size of the node.
This can help us to identify some articles that may
not be very important in their own paradigm but are
important in the overall paradigm research, or vice
versa. For example, the LCS of BCelO is 3, so the
node in Figure 2 is very small. However, its
LCS1034 is 13 (thus the node is larger). This in-
dicates that although BCel0 (Trippl et al., 2015) is
cited less in the IEG field, it is cited many times in
other paradigm studies. Therefore, Trippl et al.
(2015) is an important article for other paradigm
papers.

3 How much fragmented or engaged
pluralism is there among the
different paradigms?

In fragmented pluralism, it is expected that self-
referencing dominates, that the centrifugal forces

are strong and communication is “closed” towards
the other paradigms, and that evaluation of the rel-
evance and quality of research are limited to the
members of the respective paradigm (Bernstein,
2005; Weingart, 2010). However, this expectation
is just a qualitative judgment made by scholars and
should not be treated to be true a priori. Moreover,
the engaged pluralism judgment in economic ge-
ography was made 10 years ago, and we hence ur-
gently need to quantitatively verify it.

As mentioned in Section II1.2, DC networks are
helpful in clarifying the citation relationship be-
tween two articles and recognizing research di-
rection (with time dimension). “As the authors
referring to prior literature have to be selective as
they cannot cite all relevant literature on the
studied topic, direct citation link among two
documents is created intentionally ... reflecting
which paper consider communication with an-
other one as relevant and important” (Thijs, 2019:
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216). In general, DC networks are depicted with
arrows pointing from the cited references to the
citing references. Alternatively, in the absence of
arrows, the timeline can be used to represent the
relationship between cited papers and citing pa-
pers, as it is not possible for past publications to
cite publications that are published in the future.
However, in this section, we will disregard the
direction of citation arrows because from the
overall thinking, no matter whether a reference is
cited by or cites another reference, it reflects the
“dialogue” and “trade” between paradigms.
Therefore, in this section, we adopt a citation
network without arrows (i.e., without a time di-
mension) to visually represent the dialogue be-
tween different paradigms. In the next section, we
will use a citation network with a time dimension
to reflect the evolution of the mutual influence
between different paradigms.

Similar to the logic in section IV.2, Figures 4 and 5
show the DC networks of the 183 and 209 articles,
respectively. Similarly, relying on the algorithm of
VOSviewer, we can identify the strength of the di-
alogue between different paradigms (i.e., the amount
of mutual citation) by the distance between their
locations on the visualization map. Based on
Figure 4, we can see that although there are a few
citation relationships between paradigms, such as
DCel (Balland et al., 2013) and DCe2 (Martin and
Sunley, 2001), overall, the relationships between
paradigms are very sparse. EEG is minimally asso-
ciated with REG, and most of these connections
occur after 2010 (e.g., Balland et al., 2013; Floysand
and Jakobsen, 2011). REG overall is almost unaf-
fected by EEG, so there is still a strong separation
between the two. AEG is mainly associated with
REG and to a lesser extent with GPE, but not with the
overall popular EEG.
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Figure 4. Direct citation networks of five single paradigms (node size represents LCS, LCS 25,183 nodes).
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It seems that we may need to consider this as
fragmented pluralism. However, Figure 5 seems to
give us other evidence. First, “the use of direct ci-
tations often leads to very sparse networks
(i.e., networks with only a very small number of
edges)” (Van Eck and Waltman, 2014: 287). Sec-
ondly, Figure 4 was constructed by excluding
53 articles defined as EP. By comparing Figures 4
and 5, we believe that the fragmentation mentioned
above may be due to the small number of articles in
Figure 4. Through Figure 5, we found that except for
AEG, each paradigm has the intellectual lending or
borrowing with other paradigms, although the degree
of interaction may be uneven. For example, although
IEG has extensive dialogue with both EEG and REG,
it has relatively more dialogue with REG than with
EEG. In addition, there is a strong dialogue between
GPE and REG, although the BC network in Section
IV.2 did not find much overlap between them in
terms of research base. Combining Figures 4 and 5,
we have marked a total of nine papers (from DCel to

DCe9) that
paradigms.

clearly communicate with other

4 How did the different paradigms evolve and
dffect each other?

Similar to the previous two sub-sections, Figures 6 and
7 show five clusters and six clusters including the
“engaged pluralism cluster” for the DCT networks,
respectively. It can be seen from Figure 6 that EEG,
despite being launched later than IEG and REG, has
developed into the largest paradigm since the publi-
cation of the two papers by Boschma and Frenken
(2006) and Martin and Sunley (2006). It is worth noting
that, although the development of IEG and REG
predates the development of EEG, the earliest eco-
nomic geography articles with an evolutionary per-
spective did not explicitly draw inspiration from these
two paradigms. Instead, as can be seen from Figure 6,
the development of REG was based on the foundation
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Figure 5. Direct citation networks of five single paradigms and “engaged pluralism cluster” (node size represents
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Figure 6. Direct citation networks of five single paradigms (node size represents LCS, LCS 25,183 nodes. The figure
shows from the left to right the older and newer papers. In each cluster, papers with larger LCS are located at the top
and bottom, and articles with smaller LCS are located in the middle.).

of [IEG (Markusen, 1996), while the emergence of GPE
relied on the foundation of REG (Scott, 2004).

As can be seen in Figure 7, “Engaged Pluralism”
has gradually emerged since 2009 and has become
more common. More or less after the beginning of
the debate on engaged pluralism and fragmented
pluralism in the discipline, there has been an in-
creasing number of articles from a multi-paradigm
perspective that have reconciled with the limitations
implied by using one paradigm in terms of object of
study, research topic, explanatory strategies,
methods, and tools. It clearly shows the increasing
concern in the economic geography community
about fragmented pluralism and the embodied
practices of engaged pluralism. These studies have
sought and considered ways of engaged dialogue,
synthesis, or integration with the frameworks of
other paradigms, clearly showing that communica-
tion is not “closed” towards the other paradigms.
Taking the latest EP paper as an example (Yeung,
2021), it not only commonly involves EEG and REG

but also includes considerations of IEG, GPE,
and AEG.

5 How do the different paradigms bridge to
each other?

After cleaning the keywords (in addition to the usual
merging of singular and plural and keywords, such as
“cluster/clusters,” or “catching-up/catching up”), we
merged “policy/policies,” “economy/economics,” and
“globalization/globalisation™ in the field of economic
geography. The keywords of all paradigms and the
keywords of each paradigm were counted by year and
then we filtered the keywords with frequencies greater
than 20 in all paradigms and those with frequencies
greater than 10 in a single paradigm. After deleting the
retrieval keywords such as “economic geography” and
“evolutionary economic geography,” we ended up with
29 important keywords, and the following keyword
graph was obtained (Figure 8).
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Figure 7. Direct citation networks of five single paradigms and “engaged pluralism cluster” (node size represents
LCS1034, LCS1034 > 7,209 nodes. The figure shows from the left to right the older and newer papers. In each cluster,
papers with larger LCS1034 are located at the top and bottom, and articles with smaller LCS1034 are located in the

middle).

In Figure 8, the year is shown on the left (the three
colors from the bottom to the top are the three phases
of start-up-rapid growth-fluctuating development),
the paradigms on the right, and the 29 important
keywords mentioned above in the middle.

First, we can identify some of the most important
keywords in the paradigm papers, which are ranked
at the top and bottom of the middle column, such as
path dependence, regional development, institution,
innovation, and cluster.

Secondly, we can obtain information about tim-
ing, connection, and thickness. For example, insti-
tutions, clusters, path dependence, and evolution are
developed in the initial phase, while relatedness,
regional innovation system, related variety, agency,
path creation, and co-evolution are developed during
the rapid growth phase. Some words, such as
globalization and networks, have become less pop-
ular in recent years. In the same way, we can find
important keywords within each paradigm. For

example, uneven development is particularly im-
portant for GPE, while diverse economy is partic-
ularly important for AEG, and technology
relatedness is unique to EEG.

Last but not least, this figure allows us to identify
some bridging concepts. For example, the cluster
concept bridges EEG, REG, and IEG, and especially
REG and EEG, institutions bridge EEG, REG, IEG,
and GPE, and especially IEG and EEG, and the
diverse economy bridges GPE and AEG.

These bridging concepts may have different
functions in the paradigms, such as object of study,
research topic, explanatory strategy, method, and
tool. For example, globalization might be the object
of study and social network analysis the method.
However, the usefulness of these concepts for
bridging paradigms needs to be debated on an in-
dividual basis. In our view, they are particularly
useful, if they contribute to strengthening the core of
economic geography, as a context- and place-
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Figure 8. Frequency of keywords (node size represents the number of keywords).

sensitive discipline (Gong and Hassink, 2020; Chu
and Hassink, 2023).

V Conclusions

Concerns about fragmented pluralism in economic
geography, which we share, were the main motiva-
tion to write this paper. Like many other economic
geographers, we are in favor of engaged pluralism.
Moreover, we want to debate the discipline’s identity
and core, without having a normative, politically
driven agenda. We see the discussion about bridging
concepts as an interesting way forward to achieve the
aims of engaged pluralism and finding a
theoretical core.

Although our bibliometric analysis showed a
complex knowledge landscape in economic geog-
raphy, it did not confirm the worries expressed in the
economic geography literature about fragmented
pluralism. First, through the BC network, we verified
that there is a large amount of common use of prior

knowledge between IEG and EEG, IEG and REG,
and IEG and GPE. Secondly, we observe consider-
able direct citing among different paradigms by DC
networks, pointing to interaction, intellectual lend-
ing, and borrowing among different paradigms.
Thirdly, we could also observe an increasing number
of papers arguing in favor of engaged pluralism, with
concrete suggestions for complementarities between
paradigms, particularly between EEG, REG, and
IEG. Finally, therefore, although economic geogra-
phy is pluralistic in terms of paradigms, networks of
communication between paradigms point to a con-
versational community, with engaged dialogues and
exchange between paradigms, rather than frag-
mented pluralism where intellectual monocultures
engage only in self-validating research. A closer look
at the individual scholars also reveals that not only do
some scholars appear in several paradigms, such as
Ron Martin, but they also play an active role as
intermediaries in the engaged pluralism literature.
This observed engaged pluralism is possible because

44



266

Progress in Human Geography 48(3)

of a high level of commensurability between the
paradigms, as they share a critical stance towards
positivism (Gong and Hassink, 2020), as some have
critical realism as an underlying philosophy of sci-
ence (Chu and Hassink, 2023) and as most draw on
heterodox economics. Moreover, and related to the
previous point, it arguably also shows that in fact
some of the paradigms are more overlapping than
their main protagonists make us believe, because
they represent speciation, rather than radical new
paradigms, with a high degree of commensurability.

We see the discussion about bridging concepts as
an interesting way to further strengthen engaged
pluralism and to debate about a theoretical core
(Muellerleile et al., 2014), whether it is desirable and
whether it should change, and see our first analysis as
an invitation to contribute to these debates. In our
view, criteria for proposing or selecting bridging
concepts between paradigms should be their con-
tribution to understanding and exploring the core
questions of economic geography and they should
bridge paradigms in such a way that the theoretical
core will be strengthened. Such a theoretical core is
by no means fixed and once-and-forever, and can
change through time, as paradigms and bridging
concepts change through time, as well.

However, our observed increasing engaged plu-
ralism and the related debate about bridging concepts
are no reasons for economic geographers to sit back
and relax because our analysis has also shown a
worrisome decreasing overall reference to paradigms
in the literature (Figure 1), and there are arguably few
alternatives to the currently existing paradigms on
the horizon. In our view, existing paradigms need to
be more challenged and criticized and potential al-
ternatives, such as recently mentioned by Yeung
(2023), need to be discussed. They could consist
of environmental economic geography (Braun et al.,
2018; He et al., 2022), the geography of sustain-
ability transitions (Hansen and Coenen, 2015), fi-
nancial geography (Gibadullina, 2021; Wjcik,
2022), global production networks (Coe and
Yeung, 2019), and the platform economy (Kenney
and Zysman, 2020). However, in our view, these
alternatives could be regarded as topic-related “major
research foci and communities” (Yeung, 2023: 1),
rather than paradigms with theories that are helpful

for generally understanding and explaining eco-
nomic activities in space. Concerning the latter, one
might, given the current crisis-ridden times in which
nation-states play a key role, expect geographical
political economy to become more important in the
near future (see also Essletzbichler et al., 2023)
Using a bibliometric method analyzing paradig-
matic pluralism, although promising, is not without
limitations. First, we took launching papers as a
starting point for demarking the paradigms, but
maybe some of the influence is more indirectly and
implicit without citing the launching literature and
this might also differ from paradigm to paradigm.
Secondly, we only use English-speaking literature. In
some other main language areas, there might be
influential paradigms that are slightly different from
the internationally discussed ones, such as Raum-
wirtschaftslehre in Germany (Suwala, 2023), loosely
translated with regional science by Bathelt and
Gliickler (2011: 22). Thirdly, due to the limited in-
formation that static pictures can reveal, we cannot
distinguish between one-directional and two-
directional engagement between paradigms.
However, despite these limitations, we are con-
vinced that our bibliometric analysis provides a solid
basis for a much-needed debate in economic geog-
raphy about pluralism, identity, the theoretical core
of the discipline, and about its paradigmatic future.
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Notes

1. In economic geography, different terms have been used
to identify the dominant theoretical views, such as
schools of thought, perspectives, and paradigms, and
their changes, such as turns, transitions, and paradigm
shifts (see Barnes and Christophers, 2018). Although we
realize the variety of terms and their slightly different
meanings, for the sake of simplicity we will largely
confine ourselves to the term paradigms in this paper.

2. The Local Citation Score (LCS) is the frequency with
which a paper is cited by other papers in the local
collection. In contrast, the Global Citation Score (GCS)
provides the frequency of citations for the full count of
Web of Science at the time the data was downloaded
(Barreiro, 2015). Since this paper prefers to assign more
precisely the papers that are important for the paradigm,
two LCSs are used in this paper, namely, LCS and
LCS1034. The former consists of the number of cita-
tions for each article within the paradigm to which it
belongs, and the latter of the number of citations for
each article in 1034 articles (i.e., all paradigm articles).

3. We understand that using the same LCS threshold for
paradigms of different sizes is unfair, thus we will
supplement with LCS1034 as the filtering threshold in
Figure 3. However, Figure 2 is necessary because it can
present the BC networks among different paradigms

more independently and purely conditioned by excluding
the 53 EP articles.
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Introduction

After its launch by Boschma and Frenken (2006), an
increasing number of economic geographers accepted evo-
lutionary economic geography (EEG) as a main paradigm in
economic geography proper (Zhu et al., 2019), and started to
carry out empirical work from an evolutionary perspective
in the mid-2010s. According to Boschma and Martin (2007,
539) EEG aims at analyzing and explaining ‘... the processes
by which the economic landscape - the spatial organisation
of economic production, circulation, exchange, distribution
and consumption—is transformed over time’. This overall
definition refers to a changing economic landscape in more
general terms, whereas several research questions refer to
the differentiation and particularities of regional economic
change (Henning, 2022; Martin and Sunley, 2006), such as:
why do some regional economies get stuck in negative path
dependence, whereas others manage to successfully re-
structure? How do established regional resources (such as
labour, infrastructure or institutions) condition economic
change? And how do regional resources develop over time
to accommodate economic change?

Since EEG’s launch, much empirical research has been
carried out on its key concepts, such as path dependence,
relatedness and resilience (for an overview, see Boschma

and Frenken, 2018). Moreover, over the years it has increas-
ingly influenced other areas within economic geography,
such as tourism geography (Brouder, 2014; Sanz-Ibafiez
and Anton Clavé, 2014), global value chains and global
production networks (Boschma, 2022; Yeung, 2021) and
it has been discussed in relation to regional innovation
policy (Coenen et al.,, 2017; Martin and Sunley, 2023).
However, scholars have observed conceptual limita-
tions of EEG, for instance in dealing with time (Henning,
2019; Martin and Sunley, 2022), the state, institutions and
economic agency (Kogler et al., 2023; MacKinnon et al,,
2019) and in dealing with real places and context (Gong
and Hassink, 2020). Concerning the latter criticism, al-
though originally arguing in favour of moving from a
neutral space to a real place (Boschma and Frenken,
2006), empirically, much research in EEG works with con-
tainer space. Moreover, and partly related, conceptually,
real places and context have not been worked out to a
large extent in EEG. Existing definitions of real places in
economic geography focus mainly on local characteris-
tics seen from an external scholarly perspective without
paying enough attention to inside actors. As a result, there
is a tendency to work with superficial place characteristics
and ignore agency, and the interpretations and practices
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of the actors and how they influence, and are influenced
by, real places. Moreover, the dynamics, openness and so-
cially constructed nature of place and scale are not much
considered.

In their most recent overview paper on EEG, Martin and
Sunley (2023, 18) state that is time for EEG ‘... to construct
its own spatial evolutionary ontology, and associated epis-
temology and theoretical frameworks, based on specific-
ally geographical concepts ..." as “... so far we have taken
only small steps in this direction’. They refer to, among
others, various types of proximity, geographic space and
the dialectic between the ‘space of places’ and the ‘space
of flows’.

Against this background, this paper aims at advancing
EEG's spatial ontology. We are convinced that only if EEG
constructs its own particular ontology of spatial evolu-
tion with a clear recognition of its own strengths, it will be
empowered to understand and explain the regional eco-
nomic change in a more place and scale-sensitive manner,
which, relatedly, leads to a better and more comprehen-
sive understanding of the main drivers of regional eco-
nomic change that go beyond the market-driven logic of
innovation (Coenen and Morgan, 2020). The latter will also
enable EEG to get a better understanding of the geograph-
ically differentiated impact of grand societal challenges,
such as climate change.

In the following, we will first summarize the main
critique of EEG. Then we will analyze in more depth its
geographical conceptual foundations from a critical per-
spective. In the following core sections of the paper, we
will advance spatial ontology by first defining the key con-
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cepts and then showing how they are related to each other
in a framework. In the final section, we will conclude by
summarizing and emphasizing the key contributions of
the paper.

Evolutionary economic geography and
its critique
Drawing from generalized Darwinism, path depend-
ence and complexity theory, EEG has been launched by
Boschma and Frenken (2006), as well as Boschma and
Martin (2007, 2010). Over the years, it has been taken
up by many scholars with both a heterodox economics
and geography background. After the publication of the
launching paper by Boschma and Frenken (2006), influen-
tial publications followed, such as the Handbook of EEG,
edited by Boschma and Martin (2010), the special issue
in Regional Studies guest edited by Kogler (2015), and
the Chapter in the New Oxford Handbook of Economic
Geography (Boschma and Frenken, 2018). Recently,
Henning (2022) published the first textbook on EEG in
English. Overall, the number of journal articles, both of
conceptual and empirical nature, not only soared over the
years, but it has also grown much stronger than the other
paradigms and perspectives in economic geography, and
can hence be regarded as the dominating paradigm or
perspective (see Figure 1).

Although the paradigm has been thriving concern-
ing the number of publications through time, it has also
been criticized from time to time, as has been indicated

2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
2018
2019
2020
2021
2022
2023

Relational Economic Geography
—a&— Alternative Economic Geography

Figure 1. Development of a number of published articles on the main five paradigms and perspectives of economic geography.
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in the introduction, and some of that criticism is in our
view related to the limited geographical conceptualiza-
tion.

First, a criticism that has been expressed early on, is
the relegation of institutions and agency in EEG (Boschma
and Frenken, 2018; MacKinnon et al., 2009). According to
Boschma and Frenken (2018, 221), ‘this critique is under-
standable given that many empirical studies in EEG did
not pay explicit attention to the institutional contexts
in which economic processes take place, or “bracketed”
such processes in dummy variables or “fixed effects”.
Meanwhile, however, there is a considerable body of the-
oretical and empirical work that pays more attention to
institutions and agency, albeit to different extents. The
work on coevolution emphasizing the mutual interrela-
tions between institutions and industrial development
(Murmann, 2003) has been recently extended (Benner,
2022; Gancarczyk et al., 2023; Gong and Hassink, 2019).
Moreover, there have been studies on lock-ins emphasiz-
ing the role of institutions, agencies and policies for some
time (Grabher, 1993; Hassink, 2005; Wenting and Frenken,
2011). Other studies have emphasized institutional re-
latedness (Carvalho and Vale, 2018; Punt et al., 2022), as
well as the relationship between institutions and diversifi-
cation (Boschma and Capone, 2015). Finally, the recent new
stream of qualitative path literature opens up to institu-
tions and social agencies (Hassink et al., 2019; MacKinnon
et al,, 2019), as shown in studies by Dawley (2014), Pike et
al. (2016), Njgs et al. (2020), Steen (2016), Isaksen and Trippl
(2017), Beekkelund (2021), Miérner and Trippl (2017), Binz
and Gong (2022), Grillitsch and Sotarauta (2020), Chlebna
et al. (2023) and Benner (2023).

Secondly, EEG had a narrow understanding of the
drivers of economic development and structural change,
mainly confined to market-based innovation. Innovation
can be regarded as the most significant driver of economic
actors and activities, as has been stressed in the economic
geography literature for nearly two decades (Aoyama et al.,
2010; Shearmur et al., 2016). Innovation, as a driver of eco-
nomic activities, is obviously linked to place by classical
agglomeration advantages as well as by the stickiness of
collective tacit knowledge creation in clusters and indus-
trial districts, as has been emphasized in the EEG literature.
However, there is a much broader and increasingly het-
erogeneous range of drivers than just innovation and re-
lated entrepreneurship and competitiveness (Coenen and
Morgan, 2020) that has been paid little attention to in the
EEG literature. Currently an increasing number of differ-
ent, sometimes conflicting drivers both affect economic ac-
tivities in place and are affected by place-specific context.
They include, for instance, creativity (Gong and Hassink,
2017), financial profit (stock exchange), sustainability and
social entrepreneurship (Smith and Stevens, 2010).

Thirdly, EEG has been criticized for its weak spatial
ontology, as has already been pointed out in the introduc-
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tion. Essletzbichler (2012, 191) for instance, stated that
in EEG ” ... space is simply filled by firms or technologies
with no further explanatory role provided for a place in ex-
plaining the evolution of industries or technologies ..." (see
also Sheppard, 2016; Yeung, 2021). According to him, EEG
should move from the evolution of entities in space (as con-
tainers) to the evolution of places. In a similar vein, Bathelt
et al. (2017, 930) are critical of related variety studies, as
‘... it is this specific role of local, regional or other territor-
ial and non-territorial context that is often not adequately
considered ..." (see also Bathelt and Storper, 2023). In
addition, Boschma (2017) pleads for including more geo-
graphical wisdom in analyzing regional diversification
processes. Arguably, the weak spatial ontology in EEG
might be related to some critical issues around the con-
cept of neutral space, which is chosen as a starting point
for theoretical reasons in the launching paper in order to
abstract from the local context (Boschma and Frenken,
2006). However, the concept is easily confused with empty
or absolute space in neoclassical economic geography,
chosen for reasons of abstraction and related modelling.
Since Boschma and Frenken (2006, 290) admit that there
are degrees of neutrality of space (or different degrees of
openness of windows of locational opportunity for new in-
dustries), depending on the importance of regional condi-
tions, the distinction between neutral space and the real
place is somehow artificial and misleading. In our view, it
is more accurate to distinguish between different degrees
of particularity of real places rather than using neutral
space. Regional conditions always differ from place to
place and not only include territorial institutions but also
the existence and history of a specific set of related in-
dustries with competencies and skills. Moreover, Boschma
and Frenken (2006) only used the emergence of new indus-
tries in space as an example to emphasize the importance
of neutral space in EEG and to illustrate the transform-
ation from neutral space to a real place. Even in that case,
they admit that there are different degrees of neutrality
of space (or window openness). For other phenomena in
economic geography, such as the decline of regional indus-
tries and regional industrial restructuring, real places play
an even larger role. Therefore, in our view, neutral space
should be confined to neoclassical economic geography. In
both evolutionary and institutional economic geography
real places matter, albeit to different extents and degrees,
depending on the empirical question at hand.

Overall, although currently different versions and
streams of EEG take geography seriously, they do so in dif-
ferent and overall insufficient ways. Even though a weak
geographical conceptualization might suffice to analyze
and explain a changing economic landscape in more
general terms, it is insufficient to understand and explain
the differentiation and particularities of regional eco-
nomic change, one of the key research questions in EEG, in
a place and scale-sensitive way. In the next section, we will
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further elaborate on EEG’s geographical conceptual foun-
dations from a critical perspective.

Evolutionary economic geography
and its geographical conceptual
foundations: a critical view

EEG heavily draws on evolutionary economics as its theor-
etical foundation (Boschma and Frenken, 2006). Although
evolutionary economics makes some reference to geo-
graphical terms, such as the selection environment of
firms, and the local dimension (Nelson and Winter, 1982),
it does so in a superficial way, without considering con-
text, institutions and culture, for instance, and without
referring to the human geography literature. Moreover,
EEG's key foundational literature are largely aspatial,
namely the neo-Schumpeterian literature on techno-
logical change, the path dependence literature stemming
from evolutionary economics and the literature on organ-
izational routines.

In launching the EEG paradigm, therefore, it was lo-
gical to emphasize that history matters, while conceptu-
alizing geography has been more challenging. Boschma
and Frenken (2006) distinguish the newly launched para-
digm from what they defined as existing paradigms and
perspectives at the time, namely neoclassical and insti-
tutional economic geography. They did so by discussing
several interrelated elements, namely methodology, key
assumptions, the conceptualization of time, but also geog-
raphy, which is the main focus of this paper. They used
two central geographical terms to discuss the differences
and similarities between their newly launched paradigm
(EEG) and existing neoclassical and institutional economic
geography (Boschma and Frenken, 2006). First, they refer to
neutral space or also to uniform space. Neoclassical eco-
nomic geography is regarded as the study of neutral space,
which is also discussed as the virgin landscape assump-
tion (Martin, 2021). The precise location does not matter,
as long as it is somewhere in space. However, Boschma
and Frenken (2006, 290) also state that neutral space is not
the same as empty space ‘... because it would be wrong
to rule out the impact of regional conditions when a new
industry emerges’. What exactly these regional conditions
are, is left open, although they might refer more to indus-
trial structures than to institutions and cultural context.
Secondly, Boschma and Frenken (2006) use real places to
express local specificity which is, in turn, related to insti-
tutions and practices. According to them, real places are
mainly researched in institutional economic geography.
They also refer to place dependence as belonging to insti-
tutional economic geography without defining it, whereas
path dependence is a key issue in EEG. In fact, according to
Boschma and Frenken (2006, 290) ‘... regional development
is more about path dependence than place dependence ...".

For EEG the questionis ‘... whether, and if so in what way,
geography matters, rather than theoretically preassuming
that it matters in all cases’ (Boschma and Frenken, 2006,
288). Boschma and Frenken (2006, 289,290) even state con-
cerning the emergence of new industries and networks in
regions, that evolutionary economic geography ‘... has the-
oretical reasons to assume that firms operate in neutral
space ...". One of the key propositions is that EEG is differ-
ent from other paradigms and perspectives in economic
geography because it takes neutral space as a starting
point, which is then transformed into real places over
time. Boschma and Frenken (2006) illustrate this with the
emergence of new sectors and networks, building on the
windows of the locational opportunity concept (Storper
and Walker, 1989). The open windows of locational op-
portunity, when new industries emerge, can be regarded
as neutral space. Boschma and Frenken (2006, 290) argue
that ‘place-specific features do not determine the loca-
tion of new sectors, because ... the environment is con-
sidered to be of minor importance at the initial stage of
development of a sector ..." since ‘... a gap is likely to exist
between the requirements of the new firms (in terms of
knowledge, skills, etc.) and its environment ... The crucial
inputs, being sector-specific knowledge and skills, are to
be developed by firms themselves as their organizational
routines evolve over time. For this reason, one can expect
firms in new sectors to emerge in many different loca-
tions ... Over time, the initial neutral space is transformed
in real places as the new sectors and new infrastructure
networks become spatially concentrated in some regions
according to a path dependent process, and trigger the in-
stitutional base of these regions to transform and adapt ...
Institutions play only a generic role at the start of a new
sector, and become more specific and better developed in
those areas where a critical mass of firms locates’. They
illustrate this with the emergence of the synthetic dye in-
dustry in Germany in a coevolutionary, in which industry
and institutions influence each other mutually over time
(Murmann, 2003). However, these statements and ques-
tions about neutral space transforming into real places
are subsequently neither taken up and confirmed much
in empirical research, nor are they developed further in
theoretical work.

In addition to neutral space and real places, Boschma
and Frenken (2006) also refer to a so-called multilayer
scheme. In a similar way, Dopfer et al. (2004) refer to the
macro, meso and micro levels in evolutionary economics.
However, it is more a way to categorize their empirical
focus on routines in firms (micro), the evolution of net-
works and industries (meso) and the evolution of a spatial
system (macro), than a truly geographical conceptualiza-
tion of scales. In fact, they only refer to regions and cit-
ies in very general terms, when they discuss the spatial
system. Schroder (2010) has discussed this in the eco-
nomic geography context.
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Overall, the main geographical concepts introduced
by Boschma and Frenken (2006) are neutral space, real
place and the micro, meso and macro level and the main
proposition is that EEG takes neutral space as a starting
point, which is then transformed into real places. The level
of geographical conceptualization is however low and also
in their more recent overview paper, Boschma and Frenken
(2018) do not add much to geographical conceptualization.
Other than referring to place dependence as an import-
ant addition to path dependence and discussing proxim-
ity, which was ignored in the founding paper (Boschma
and Frenken, 2006), they do not further conceptualize real
places or other geographical concepts. Moreover, and re-
lated to the thin conceptualization, in the ample empir-
ical research which has been carried out since its launch,
scholars seldom refer to geographical concepts. We, there-
fore, need a stronger spatial ontology in the EEG theoret-
ical framework, one that strengthens the understanding of
differentiation and particularity around place dependence
and real places. In order to achieve that, economic geog-
raphers can draw on relevant parts of the spatial ontology
in human geography, which will be done in the following
section.

Advancing spatial ontology in
evolutionary economic geography

As outlined in the introduction and further discussed in
the preceding sections, there is a clear gap in EEG regard-
ing its spatial ontology. This gap, we argue, stems from
a lack of clarity regarding EEG’s underlying philosophy
of science, which inherently influences its geographical
conceptualization. Scholars working with a positivist or
critical rationalist philosophy of science, such as neoclas-
sical economic geographers, confine their geographical
conceptualization to neutral or absolute space, as their
aim is to develop spatial laws with strong abstraction in
order to be able to predict the behaviour of economic act-
ors. EEG is like other modern perspectives and paradigms
in economic geography critical towards a positivist phil-
osophy of science (Gong and Hassink, 2020). However, in
key EEG paradigmatic work (Boschma and Frenken, 2006,
2018; Boschma and Martin, 2007, 2010), no clear position
has been taken on the underlying philosophy of science to
be used instead. This is in contrast to relational economic
geography, whose protagonists have clearly stated critical
realism to be the basis of their perspective or paradigm
(Bathelt and Gliickler, 2003).

In our view, economic geography is a context-sensitive
discipline’ (Asheim, 2020; Gong and Hassink, 2020; Sunley,
1996), as are its modern paradigms and perspectives, such
as EEG. Hence, a philosophy of science is needed that gives
room to context-related contingency and particularity, but
alsolooks for underlying mechanisms and generalizations.
Of all philosophies of science, critical realism fits this re-
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quirement best (Gong and Hassink, 2020; Sayer, 1992;
Waite, 2022; Yeung, 2023). Moreover, critical realism also
fits well with the kind of questions that are at the core of
EEG. Since the definitions of EEG given in the introduction
of our paper hint at transformation and change processes,
EEG is mainly asking ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions, instead
of ‘what’ and ‘how much’ questions (see for instance
Henning (2022, 19): how processes of regional economic
change work and how they are conditioned by space and
time). Given the importance of context and ‘how’ and ‘why’
questions, in our view, EEG should, in addition to critical
realism, also be built on social constructivism. Context is
socially constructed (see Gong and Hassink, 2020), so so-
cial constructivism, as part of interpretivism (Geels, 2022),
is another philosophy of science influencing geographical
conceptualization?.

Our aim is therefore to develop a spatial ontology that
is embedded into critical realism and social constructiv-
ism as philosophies as science, and that is stronger rooted
in human geography® than the current version of EEG,
which insufficiently distinguishes underlying mechanisms
from context (see Gong and Hassink (2020) concerning re-
lated and unrelated variety, see also Bathelt and Storper
(2023)). As written before, we consider advancing a spatial
ontology essential for empowering EEG to understand and
explain the impact of both economic crises and grand so-
cietal challenges on regional economic change, in a more
place and scale-sensitive manner, and relatedly, the main
drivers of regional economic change that go beyond the
market-driven logic of innovation.

What does the spatial ontology in human geography
look like in broader terms, and from which parts should
EEG draw to advance its spatial ontology? Human geog-
raphy consists of different streams, such as spatial science,
humanistic geographies, Marxist geographies, feminist
geographies, postmodernist and poststructuralist geog-
raphies (Cresswell, 2013; Yeung, 2023), each with their
own more or less explicit geographical conceptualiza-
tion, which is, in turn, related to certain philosophies of
science and epistemologies. Given the choice for critical
realism and social constructivism as the philosophies of
science forming the basis of EEG, certain spatial concepts,
such as neutral space, used in spatial science, and spa-
tial fix, developed in Marxist geographies, are not further
considered, as they are based on other philosophies of
science. During humanistic geographies, which emerged
at the end of the 1970s, geographical conceptualization
around place and space has been strongest (Cresswell,
2013), and this conceptualization also fits critical realism
and social constructivism. Humanistic geography devel-
oped in a reaction to spatial science and structuralism
and emphasized experience and meaning in human rela-
tionships (Cresswell, 2013, 105). It had ‘... a profound in-
fluence on human geography ... In many ways its insights
... [are] part of the very bedrock of the disciplinary com-
mon sense’ (Cresswell, 2013, 119). Moreover, . gghe most
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enduring legacy of humanistic geography is theoretical
engagement with notions of space and place’ (Cresswell,
2013, 112).

We advance EEG’s spatial ontology by taking two exist-
ing concepts as a starting point, namely real places, the
key existing spatial concept in EEG, as has been laid out
in the previous section, and place dependence. We add
two concepts derived from humanistic geography, namely
place and placelessness, sense of place (including glo-
bal sense of place) (Agnew, 2011; Cresswell, 2014a; Holt-
Jensen, 2018; Massey, 1973, 1994, 2005; Norberg-Schulz,
1980; Peet, 1998; Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1977, 1990), and con-
structed scales (see Table 1)*, concepts so far neglected by
key scholars in EEG.

We have chosen these concepts, as they are not only
closest to the existing concepts in EEG, real place and place
dependence, but also because they complement each
other in a way that will help us to understand the differen-
tiation, contingencies and particularities of regional eco-
nomic change, as well as place-related decision-making
and attachment. In the following, we will first introduce
the concepts, and their relations will be elaborated in a
framework in the next section.

Real place

Real places refer to the local specificity of industry struc-
tures, regional assets and resources, and institutions and
practices and can be regarded as the opposite of neutral
space. In contrast to Boschma and Frenken (2006), who
stated that they only become important after starting
from a neutral space perspective, we regard them as key
to understanding regional economic change from the be-
ginning and reject neutral space as a term in EEG. Real
places are key to EEG as ‘... they are also the result of
historical place-making from different periods of time,
each layered on top of the period before. This historical
layering process is another reason why no two places are
alike ..." (Coe et al., 2019, 19). Real places are not static,
closed systems of institutions or cultures; they are fluid
and open. The development of a regional industry, for in-
stance, may start out as a small cluster based in a village
or town, but as the industry develops, it may also be-
come a cross-city cluster. In this process, the industrial

Table 1. Overview of spatial ontology in EEG.

structure changes, the dynamics of industrial develop-
ment change, the geographical context of industrial de-
velopment changes, and the concept of ‘place’ changes.
Studying and analyzing real places does not mean con-
fining oneself to emphasizing particularity: ‘Place is a
process. This is not to say that each place is not unique.
It is. But this uniqueness reflects the particular outcome
of the general (and thus theorizable) process that is
the interaction of extra-local relations ..." (Barnes and
Christophers, 2018, 122). Such theorizable processes can
be found in EEG, with theoretical concepts such as re-
lated and unrelated variety. We find them in many re-
gional economies, but how exactly they work out differs
from place to place, which makes real places a key con-
cept in the spatial ontology of EEG.

Place dependence

Strongly related to real places is the existing concept of
place dependence, which ‘... stems from the local repro-
duction of localized knowledge, territorial institutions
and vested interests embedded in places ..." (Boschma et
al., 2017, 37). Place dependence is often discussed in re-
lation to path dependence (Boschma et al,, 2017; Martin
and Sunley, 2006). Path dependence and place dependence
are in fact two aspects of dependence in the evolutionary
process, mutually influencing and shaping each other. As
Martin and Sunley (2006, 425) argued, ‘... path dependence
not only produces places, but place dependence is also
responsible for path dependence’. Whereas path depend-
ence emphasizes the importance of time and historical
events, place dependence stresses the inter-embeddedness
and dependence of multiple actors on a place, which af-
fects their decision-making and hence regional economic
change, albeit to different extents. In our view, the concept
of place dependence is therefore strongly related to em-
beddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Hess, 2004; Polanyi, 2001).
However, place dependence is neither static nor confined
to local places. The dependence of actors in places might
increase or decrease over time, and it may depend on local-
global relationships, for example in terms of its (chan-
ging) position in global value chains or global production
networks (Yeung, 2021), or coevolutionary processes in a
multi-scalar context (Gancarczyk et al.,, 2023; Gong and

Concepts Characteristics

Real place

Place dependence
Place and placelessness
Sense of place
Constructed scales

Existing place-related concepts in EEG

Existing place-related concepts in EEG

Place-related concepts to strengthen existing concepts drawing from human geography literature
Place-related concept to strengthen existing concepts drawing from human geography literature
Additional concept drawing from human geography literature
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Hassink, 2019). According to Martin and Sunley (2006, 427)
‘taking place dependence seriously suggests that there will
be alternative perspectives on the local causal factors that
influence the creation of new paths, and why these factors
are activated in some places and not others. Even in the
case of Silicon Valley, for example, there is difficulty and
disagreement about the identification and timing of the
initial causes’. However, as mentioned earlier, both real
places and place dependence could benefit from stronger
interaction with further geographical concepts derived
from human geography theorizing.

Place and placelessness

Place is a very complex and essential concept in human

geography. Place is concrete, subjective and empirically
affective, as opposed to abstract, objective and material
space. Cresswell (2014b, 56-57) summarizes place studies
into three approaches, namely the descriptive, social con-
structionist and phenomenological approaches. Early
geography, especially location theory, was basically a study
of ‘space’ (Massey, 1973), focusing on the location and spa-
tial distribution of objects, with an emphasis on the sci-
entific and quantitative analysis of space. This descriptive
approach is ‘... representing a concern with the surface
of the world as we see it ..." (Cresswell, 2014b, 56). Social
constructionist approaches to place tend to focus on the
process of constructing a place under different struc-
tural conditions, such as capitalism, patriarchy, colonial-
ism, etc. Harvey (1996) focuses on the political economy
of the construction of place in the context of capitalism,
arguing that place is a product of social construction and
closely related to capital, power and exclusion. According
to Cresswell (1996) place ‘... does not have meanings that
are natural and obvious but ones that are created by some
people with more power than others to define what is and
is not appropriate’ (Cresswell, 2014b, 42). Pred (1984) ar-
gues that places are never ‘finished’ but always in ‘becom-
ing’. The process of constructing place, as well as places
in becoming, is relevant in place-making (Chu et al., 2023;
Devine-Wright, 2022) and place-branding (Kavaratzis and
Kalandides, 2015), also in relation to cluster development
(Nathan et al., 2019), which have clear implications for
EEG.

Particularly in humanistic geography pioneered by
geographer Tuan (1976), the concept of place depends on
people’s relationship with places, their place-related ex-
periences, memories, feelings and meanings, rather than
on place as a separate objective entity. This approach em-
phasizes subjectivity and the richness of human experi-
ence rather than ‘... the cool, hard logic of spatial science’
(Cresswell, 2014b, 35), and represents ‘... a deep universal
sense of what place means to humanity’ (Cresswell, 2014b,
56). Tuan (1977) argues that the difference between place
and space is that place allows for a function of security
and a sense of stability, but that the two are not strictly
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bounded, but rather transform and encompass each other.
In Tuan’s eyes, a space can only be called a place if it is
imbued with cultural meaning, with spiritual and value
significance’.

However, if a place lacks distinctiveness, its trad-
itional fabric is destroyed and the emotional connection
of its people to the place disappears, which represents
‘placelessness’. In addition, the homogeneous character
of space also implies a placelessness landscape (Augé,
1995; Relph, 1976; see also Jones, 2023; Phelps, 2017).
Placelessness also affects decision-making by actors in
regional economies and hence regional economic change.

In the more qualitative research in EEG, ‘places’ are
considered according to their ‘outside’ characteristics, that
is, place specificity or locality, such as their historical heri-
tage, geographical location, unique resources, knowledge
base, etc. This has led to the development of ‘context sen-
sitivity’ and ‘place-based policies’ in economic geography
(Gong and Hassink, 2020; Hassink, 2020), although these
characteristics are not sufficient as they often only pro-
vide a static, closed view of the place from an ‘outsider’,
but lack the ‘being there’ and dynamic, open understand-
ing of place. This inadequacy is caused by the neglect of
the practical dimension based on experience and human-
place interaction and the power, relations and institu-
tional dimensions based on the constructivism of place
(Cresswell, 2014b). We will add these aspects in the follow-
ing paragraphs on the sense of place.

Sense of place

Most people, including actors relevant to regional econ-
omies, have a special emotional bond to the places they
live in, which stems from the deep connection between
people and their surroundings over time (Agnew, 2011;
Cresswell, 2014b; Norberg-Schulz, 1980; Williams, 2002,
2014). A sense of place not only requires that the place’s
spatial substance has the characteristics of the place but
also that the protagonists have an emotional investment
in the place (Atta-Owusu and Fitjar, 2022; Cartel et al.,
2022; Kohlbacher et al., 2015). Sense of place mainly in-
cludes place attachment, place belonging, place identity,
etc. Place attachment emphasizes the deep-rooted sense
of attachment to one’s environment, or ‘topophilia’ (Tuan,
1990). According to Relph (1976) attachment to place
means having a secure foothold from which to view the
world and hold one’s place in the order of things. Place
identity is the acknowledgement to place, an ongoing
process of human perception of place. To the extent that
place identity is strengthened, it can be transformed into
place belonging (Brown et al., 2021).

A sense of place emphasizes the experience of ‘being
there’ and everyday life in a way that economic geography
research hardly considers (for an exception see Gertler,
1995), although it is key to understanding drivers of innov-
ation that go beyond the market. Indeed, decision-making
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among key actors and agents, such as place leaders, is
usually based on tacit knowledge related to such ‘in-
ternal’ practices associated with places. Recent examples
of empirical work show the potential of including a sense
of place in the spatial ontology of EEG. Cappellano et al.
(2023), for instance, study the role of place embeddedness
and sense of place in the Finnish, Italian and U.S. craft
beer industries, potentially influencing the local emer-
gence and evolution of these industries. Devine-Wright
(2022) discusses the sense of place and place-making as
concepts useful to understand processes of the decarbon-
ization of industrial clusters in the UK.

However, in addition to a sense of place, also the glo-
bal sense of place is emphasized in the literature, which
is very different from the sense of place, emphasizing the
power of different social communities and individuals ra-
ther than the affection for place. Massey’s (1993) concep-
tion of place is not closed and static, as mentioned above,
but diverse, open, fluid and complex. She argues that the
particularity of a place does not derive from its own his-
tory, but rather from the fact that each place is a unique
mixture of its own social relations with the outside of it
(Massey, 1993). She proposes to abandon the theoretical
opposition between the ‘global’ and the ‘local’ and favours
the description of the place as a process without fixed bor-
ders and full of internal conflicts (Massey, 1994). Finally,
Massey (1994) takes a more diversified and complex view
of the meaning of place, arguing that the construction of
place identity is inherently diverse even for a single place.
We see clear advantages of including a global sense of
place into the spatial ontology, as it strengthens recent
extensions of EEG in the direction of exogenous sources
(Isaksen and Trippl, 2017), global value chains and global
production networks (Boschma, 2022; Yeung, 2021), and
multi-scalar coevolution (Gancarczyk et al., 2023; Gong
and Hassink, 2019). As a progressive view of place, a global
sense of place perspective is better able to contribute to
our understanding of the complexity of the causal logic of
regional economic change.

Constructed scales

In addition to the place-related concepts, we also consider
constructed scales important for strengthening a broader
spatial ontology of EEG. Linked to previous comments on
scales for instance when dealing with the concept of a glo-
bal sense of place, EEG needs to work stronger with theor-
ies of constructed scales developed in human geography
(MacKinnon, 2011; see also Madsen, 2022). Scales have
been mentioned in the EEG literature in one form or an-
other (multilayer scheme or micro-meso-macro), but so
far, they have been used in a relatively simple way to cat-
egorize empirical data. We are critical of the concept of
flat ontology, discussed in human geography (Ash, 2020),
which suggests abandoning scales altogether. Scales are
perceived and constructed by economic actors and agents,

and these constructions are not fixed, but contested and
fluid and change through time, which makes them rele-
vant to EEG. In fact, such an approach can overcome the
scalar trap, which theoretically assumes one scale is a pri-
ori dominant over others, and which takes certain charac-
teristics of scales for granted, hence having a “... tendency
to consider scale ontologically given and in possession of
inherent and static characteristics’ (Madsen, 2022, 341).
Recent literature on the geography of sustainability tran-
sitions has shown the dynamic, constructed and con-
tested nature of scales, as well as processes of rescaling
empowering and disempowering agencies temporarily,
opening or closing ways for transition (Madsen, 2022).

Towards a framework

As shown in Figure 2, we see the interrelationships be-
tween path dependence and place dependence as the key
to the spatial ontology in EEG. Real places are considered
to be an essential part of place dependence. Real places
are strongly linked to both industrial structures, regional
assets and resources (Boschma, 2017; Henning, 2022),
and to actors and agencies and their drivers. The latter
takes the key decisions that result in regional structural
change. In a long-term view, regional economies are char-
acterized by several rounds of structural changes, which
can differ in their extent. During and after crises, for in-
stance, one might expect larger structural changes. Each
round of structural change and decision-making gener-
ates new ‘path dependence”, updating the old ‘real place’
into new ‘real places”, forming new ‘place dependence”
and leading to a new round of ‘structural change” and
‘decision-making” (Figure 2; the next round is indicated
with **). Under the influence and among the interaction of
path dependence, place dependence, crises/grand societal
challenges, decision-making and structural change, the
place is always ‘becoming’ and therefore an iterative pro-
cess and might be changed in the process of place-making.

For describing the spatial ontology of EEG, we zoom into
place dependence (see Figure 2). It exists of both existing
concepts and links in EEG, as well as advanced ones, build-
ing together a framework for future research in EEG. The
essential part of the ontology consists of the existing con-
cepts of path dependence and place dependence and their
iterative relation.

We take place and placelessness as a starting point for
understanding real place and place dependence. Places
have different degrees of specificity and sense of place.
The former affects the characteristics of industrial struc-
ture, regional assets and resources, whereas the latter is
linked to actors and agencies and their drivers, which in
turn influences decision-making. Places are a fluid and
open concept, mainly emphasizing but not confining to
the local scale and therefore should be understood from

a constructed multi-scalar perspective. Place specificity
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Figure 2. Advanced space ontology in EEG.

and sense of place are influenced and (re)constructed by
among other actors and agencies and they do so by the
process of comparing their place with different places
and scales. These processes can lead to increasing or
decreasing place specificity and sense of place. The differ-
ent concepts are crystalized into real places, the key con-
cept of place dependence. Real places, therefore, not only
include the physical specificity of places, such as their in-
dustrial structure, but also the sense of place, related to
their history and collective memory, as well as the self-
constructed position in comparison with the outside.

Conclusions

While EEG has successfully uncovered underlying mech-
anisms, such as related and unrelated variety and path
dependence, it has shown limitations in addressing geo-
graphical differentiation, contingency and particularities
due to a relatively underdeveloped geographical concep-
tualization. Places are no containers; they are socially con-
structed, which influences the behaviour and decisions of
citizens and political and economic actors, thus affecting
regional structural change.

In response to these limitations, this paper proposed
a spatial ontology, consisting of two existing concepts in
EEG, as well as three new concepts for EEG. We are con-
vinced that this enriched spatial ontology can advance
the paradigm by revealing place-specific drivers and un-
tapped, endogenous potential for development. It will also
facilitate a more detailed analysis of socially constructed,
place-specific informal institutions, such as norms, val-
ues, conventions and traditions, affecting the economy,
for example in the sense of risk-taking or risk aversion.

Moreover, it will enable EEG to comprehend the impact of
economic crises, as well as grand societal challenges, such
as climate change, on regional economic change in a more
place and scale-sensitive manner. This is particularly per-
tinent as many current works in EEG on the regional ef-
fects of grand societal challenges, such as the recent study
by Van den Berge et al. (2020) on cleantech, have a limited
structural view of these issues, only emphasizing a related
variety, without looking at geographically differentiated,
place-based policies, institutions and the social construc-
tions and narratives. Advanced spatial ontology could help
to improve these kinds of studies to get a more nuanced
understanding of why regions react differently.

However, to fully understand the spatial organiza-
tion of capitalism and its crises, EEG might also have to
draw strongly from geographical political economy and
its emphasis on the state and macro-scale analysis, as
suggested recently by Essletzbichler et al. (2023). The
advanced spatial ontology, in turn, which is sensitive to
history, context and internal dynamics, could help us to
understand why different regions and countries may be
affected in different ways and to different degrees by the
same global crisis. Moreover, since different places have
different histories, social structures and agencies, they
also have different urgencies, motivations and capabil-
ities, and will hence also see the contested and disputed
need for transitions in different ways. Furthermore, the
emphasis on real places and a sense of place resonates
well with recent discussions about and increasing popu-
larity of place-based regional policies and their role in
fostering structurally weak regions (Barca, 2019; Hassink,
2020), which put a strong emphasis on several aspects re-
lated to place, such as the economic, social and cultural
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contexts and also concentrate on the place-specific needs,
worries and wishes of citizens.

Our plea for a stronger geographical conceptualiza-
tion of EEG is also a plea for moving the paradigm to
the core of what economic geography proper is, a sub-
discipline of human geography ... essentially about
describing, analyzing and explaining economic ac-
tivities in real places’ (Gong and Hassink, 2020, 475).
This move, however, does not mean a regression to
idiosyncratic economic geography, only describing the
development of real places. In fact, it will allow us to
distinguish more clearly between context-dependent
empirical results and the underlying mechanisms that
are more relevant for generalizable theorizing (Barnes
and Christophers, 2018, 122; Gong and Hassink, 2020), or
as Martin and Sunley (2022, p.74) stated: ‘... it is import-
ant that we recognise all theories as being derived from
a time and place, both to avoid universalisms and ana-
chronisms that are blind to context and difference, and
to recognise that we need to learn theory from a much
more diverse variety of places ...". In order to be able to
make these distinctions, in our view, EEG needs to be
based on critical realism and social constructivism as
underlying philosophies of science. The methodological
consequence would be that we need a better and com-
plementary combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods (Frenken, 2022).

Overall, we are convinced that strengthening the spa-
tial ontology of EEG along the lines we have laid out in
this paper will empower it to understand and explain the
impact of economic crises and grand societal challenges
on regional economic change in a more place and scale-
sensitive manner, a manner that takes better into account
the place-specific socially constructed and contested
nature of regional structural change, as well as the role
of perceptions, visions and expectations. When adopting
a more advanced and expanded spatial ontology, localities
and the agency of actors and the relationships between
them (sense of place) will be more considered and the
complexity of the interaction between path dependence
and place dependence can be better understood. Finally,
it will enable a better understanding of the main drivers
of regional economic change that go beyond the market-
driven logic of innovation.

Endnotes

1 According to Gong and Hassink (2020, 476) ... context in
human and economic geography is defined as associated
objects and events of/in social life, situated in specific
or particular spatial and temporal settings’. They ac-
knowledge that it is not a passive background but can
be changed and constructed and that is also seen in dif-
ferent ways in different paradigms and perspectives in
economic geography.

2 We follow here recent developments in the literature on
socio-technical transitions (Geels, 2020, 2022), which also
strongly draws on evolutionary economics and recently
clearly states that critical realism is the most appropriate
philosophy of science, and to a lesser extent also draws
on social constructivism (Geels, 2020).

3 For similar attempts to develop a spatial ontology in the
literature on the geography of sustainable transition,
see Binz et al. (2020), Hansen and Coenen (2015) and
Hansmeier (2021).

4 Of course, there are other concepts related to space or
place that could help to stretch the spatial ontology, such
as geographical proximity (Boschma, 2005), proximity
dynamics (Balland et al., 2015), relational space, topical
space (Suwala, 2021, 2023; Knoblauch and Low, 2017),
opportunity space (Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020), ter-
ritory (Coe et al., 2019), digital space and virtual space
etc. (Aslesen et al., 2019). However, we will focus for the
moment only on the selected key concepts of the spa-
tial ontology, as they contribute clearest to a place and
scale-sensitive EEG, but leave extensions to future
conceptualization.

5 This can also be linked to Lefebvre’s (1991) concept of
‘space’ and the ‘production of space’. According to him,
each society, each mode of production and its variants,
produces its own space. In other words, by space, Lefebvre
refers not only to the empirical production of things but
also to an attitude and habitual practice. In Lefebvre’s
(1991, 69) view, it can be understood as ‘production of
knowledge, or ideologies, or writings and meanings, of
images, of discourses, of language, of signs and symbols

’
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The actions of platforms and their all-inclusive impact on place development is coined platform-
based place making in this article. We use the actor-network theory to analyse a typical e-commerce
platform-based place making, namely the emergence, development and upgrading of Taobao villages
in China, and to explore the mechanisms of platform place making power. Our study shows that
platforms ‘make’ places by platform-place interactions of progressively expanding the enrolment of
intra-regional and extra-regional actors. In addition, our research advances the actor-network theory
and its application and transcends the urban and production-side bias of economic geography.
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Introduction 2020b; Kenney et al.,, 2020; Sadowski, 2020a, 2020b), not
enough attention has been paid to how digital platforms
exert their power on place making. Therefore, the aim of
this article is to investigate the mechanisms by which
platforms influence places.

The impact of digital platforms on places is multifa-
ceted. At the regional level they can influence local urban-
isation, place brands, gentrification and culture, such as
Airbnbfication (Lin, 2019; Taecharungroj, 2019; Mermet,
2022; Térnberg, 2022), or the development of a certain local
industry, such as the tourism, agri-food or fashion indus-
try (Quaranta and Salvia, 2017; Chun and Gurova, 2019;
Su et al,, 2021). The platforms can even empower regions
to alleviate poverty, as evidenced in both China and India
(ha et al,, 2016; Wu et al., 2020). At the individual level,
which refers to local practices and experiences, platforms
can influence the employment rates of local residents,

The emergence of the platform economy marks the lat-
est phase of the current digital transformation, which
Kenney and Zysman (2016) call the platform economy era.
In this era, the most powerful platforms, such as Amazon,
Facebook, Airbnb, Spotify, TikTok, Uber, etc., are becom-
ing the new digital infrastructure, as they are changing
people’s daily lives, as well as modes of businesses’ and
industries’ operations (Plantin et al., 2018). Amidst the glo-
bal pandemic and the threat of a severe recession, plat-
forms have become more powerful than ever (Kenney
and Zysman, 2020a; Kenney et al., 2020). Although some
scholars are aware of the growing power of platforms and
hence study the new forms of monopoly, labour precar-
iousness, surveillance capitalism, and other ‘platform cap-
italism’ phenomena (Langley and Leyshon, 2017; Srnicek,
2017; Zuboff, 2019; Graham, 2020; Kenney and Zysman,

Received: June 20, 2022; editorial decision: December 7, 2022; accepted on: January 26, 2023

© The Author(s) 2023. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Cambridge Political Economy Society.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial License (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,wovided
the original work is properly cited. For commercial re-use, please contact journals.permissions@oup.com

20z 1snBny g0 U Jasn [a1y dn Ad 0508.02/61€/2/91/2101e/S81f0/W00 dNo s pEd.//:SARY WOI) PAPEOJUMOQ



320 | Chuetal

their households’ entrepreneurship, incomes, everyday
life, collective sense-making and their aesthetic imagin-
ation of place (Mei et al., 2020; Leszczynski and Kong, 2022;
Liu, 2022; Tang et al., 2022). We coin these actions and im-
pact of platforms on place development in an all-inclusive
sense as platform-based place making.

In China, the famous (or rather, notorious) online eco-
system under strong state interventions has facilitated
the strong growth of platforms and the platform econ-
omy (Keane, 2016; Cunningham et al., 2019). However, for
reasons related to the dominance of Anglo-American eco-
nomic geography (Hassink et al., 2019a), so far, the study
of China’s platform economy is relatively undervalued
in the international economic geography literature (for a
recent exception, see Zhou, 2022). As a uniquely Chinese
concept and practical phenomenon at the intersection of
the platform economy and economic geography, Taobao
villages, despite gaining attention of international organ-
isations, such as the World Bank and Alibaba Group (2019)
and UNCTAD (2015), have not figured prominently in
international journals. Coined by Aliresearch (the research
arm of Alibaba Group), the concept of Taobao villages has
been used both in Chinese and international journals (Xu
et al,, 2017; Qi et al., 2019; Wei et al., 2020). Taobao vil-
lages are those villages that are included in the ‘Annual
Taobao Village List’ issued by Aliresearch when they meet
specific criteria. These criteria include being located in a
rural village; having a total annual turnover on the Taobao
platform of more than 10 million RMB; and having more
than 100 online Taobao shops or more than 10% of local
households operating online Taobao shops.

When Aliresearch lists a traditional village as a Taobao
village, we consider it an emerging Taobao village. After
its emergence, a Taobao village may grow or decline (we
collectively call this Taobao village development), and
may also upgrade (see E-Commerce and Taobao villages
in China: background overview). The transformation of
a traditional village into a Taobao village and the subse-
quent development or upgrading process, all can be seen
as platform-based place making phenomena.

On the one hand, the platform economy is theoretic-
ally global (although there are limitations in practice,
such as political, infrastructural and language barriers),
with a strongly reduced distance between consumers
and producers, creating in theory a borderless world, re-
sulting in the death of distance and the end of geography
(Cairncross, 1997; Tranos and Nijkamp, 2013). On the other
hand, the platform economy is still embedded in localised
life, local regulations and local places (Ford and Graham,
2016). Positive localisation externalities, such as local
buzz, knowledge spillovers and untraded interdependen-
cies, still play a role in the platform economy (Berg et al.,
2018). Therefore, the platform provides a technological in-
frastructure that enables social actors to enact and utilise
networks with global reach (Ibert et al., 2021). Considering
this local and global nature of platforms, but also as a re-

sponse to the call for considering both endogenous and
exogenous factors when studying regional development
paths (Hassink et al., 2019b), actor-network theory (ANT),
based on the principle of generalised symmetry, can con-
tribute to the study of platform-based place making.
Despite some criticism on ANT from a flat ontology per-
spective (Sunley, 2008), its generalised symmetry advo-
cates that human and non-human actors are considered
at the same time, which helps us to analyse platforms as
non-human actors. Moreover, it refuses various dualisms,
such as from market to supply, from offline to online, from
structure to action, from endogenous to exogenous, and
from local to the global (Miller, 2015; Mwenya and Brown,
2017). Since platform-based place making involves both
sides of all these supposed dualisms, we are convinced
that ANT is appropriate to analyse and understand it.

Based on the above elaborations on the platform econ-
omy, platform-based place making, Taobao villages and
ANT, this article investigates the mechanisms by which
platforms influence places by answering the following
three questions: (i) how does the platform interact with
place? (i) why do Taobao villages take different trajec-
tories after their emergence? and (iii) how does the plat-
form exert its power in these processes? Although the
answers to these three questions are based on the emer-
gence, development or upgrading of Taobao villages (the
three phases), the three answers can actually be extended
to the whole process of Taobao villages. The remaining
sections of the article are structured as follows. The next
section introduces an overview of e-commerce develop-
ment and Taobao villages in China. After that we present
a framework for answering the research questions based
on ANT, while the next section then describes the research
methods and data. Then, the penultimate section presents
the analysis and results to the three questions. Finally, we
briefly summarise the contributions of this article and
present a future research agenda.

E-Commerce and Taobao villages in
China: background overview

In the following, we summarise the empirical transform-
ation of e-commerce based on the entry of new platforms
in China as well as a brief review of Taobao villages to bet-
ter understand the emergence, development or upgrading
of Taobao villages.

Transformation of e-commerce

With the emergence of various platforms, traditional
e-commerce has also undergone big changes. Roughly
speaking, two sets of e-commerce logic (online business
model) currently exist in China: traditional and emerging
e-commerce. The former is following the traditional logic
of ‘consumers seeking goods’ in the traditional retailing
shelf sales model, while the latter is following thg logic of
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‘goods seeking consumers’. The former is generally based
on a traditional e-commerce platform, while the latter is
more like a “half-e-commerce platform”, i.e. a ‘social plat-
form + e-commerce platform’ or ‘entertainment platform
+ e-commerce platform’.’ Both correspond to differ-
ent mobile digital platforms (Table 1). Because the ‘half-
e-commerce platform’ is sometimes closely associated with
influencers, live streamers or key opinion leaders, it is also
referred to as ‘Wanghong e-commerce’, which is, in turn,
part of the Wanghong economy. The Wanghong economy
can be seen as a kind of e-commerce based on Internet ce-
lebrities and social media marketing? (Cunningham et al.,
2019; Craig et al., 2021: 105-134: 105-134; Han, 2021; Wang
and Picone, 2021). These models are not distinct, separate
or clear-cut, many e-commerce practitioners, in fact, tend
to operate with hybrid traditional e-commerce platforms
(we call this the multi-channel platform operation) or re-
cently with mixed traditional and half-e-commerce plat-
forms (we call this multi-platform matrix operation).

E-commerce platform-based place making:
Taobao villages

In recent years, Taobao villages continue to emerge (Figure
1). After analysing Aliresearch’s ‘Annual Taobao Village
List’, we found that some Taobao villages persist and in-
fluence neighbouring villages to become Taobao villages,
while others disappear from the list, which reflects the
growth and decline of Taobao villages. When a Taobao vil-
lage starts to move from a single (just Taobao) platform
operation to a multi-platform operation, we conceptual-
ise this as village upgrading based on platform expansion.
Although, both above-mentioned two operations (multi-
channel platform operation and multi-platform matrix
operation) are on multiple platforms, the former's mul-
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tiple platforms are all traditional e-commerce platforms
such as Taobao, Jingdong, Pinduoduo, Suning, Alibaba, etc.
So, it tends to sell the same or similar products on different
traditional e-commerce platforms from a village perspec-
tive, which is ultimately just an expansion of the platform
market. This may cause the expansion of a particular in-
dustry for the village, but is unlikely to trigger the growth
in other flelds. Since the emerging e-commerce platforms
are more interest-based or social-based, they are able to
attract almost everyone to be involved in user content pro-
duction, without requiring industry-specific practitioners
as with the multi-channel platform operations. Their
digital content (picture, text, video or livestreaming) may
cover the various aspects of the village as each individual’s
practice in the village is different, thus allowing for a big-
ger exploration of the village’s resource endowment.

The available literature on Taobao villages in Chinese
and to a less extent in international journals has studied
them with quantitative and qualitative methods. The
former analyses the spatial distribution pattern and ag-
glomeration factors with a large sample of Taobao villages
at the macro (national) (Zhu et al., 2016; Xu et al., 2017; Liu
et al.,, 2020) and meso (sub-national regional) levels, such
as Zhejiang province (Lin et al., 2022) and Jiangsu province
(Zhou et al., 2017). The latter focuses on individual case
studies to analyse the drivers and the socio-economic im-
pacts of Taobao villages (Guo et al., 2014; Zhou, 2018; Mei
et al., 2020; Tang and Zhu, 2020; Wei et al., 2020; Wang et
al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2021).

However, overall, international journals still pay little
attention to Taobao villages, and the literature on the plat-
form economy pays little attention to this phenomenon,
as well. Further, there are two research gaps in the studies
on Taobao villages, no matter whether published in

Table 1. E-commerce transformation with corresponding e-commerce platforms and "half-e-commerce platform".

E-commerce types

Traditional e-commerce

Emerging e-commerce

Business model logic
Consumer buying behavior

Form of demand to be filled
(relatively speaking) real demand
Physical counterpart (relatively
speaking)

Mainstream platforms in China (with*)  Shelf-based:
and their counterparts outside of China

Shopee

Consumers seeking goods

Already in demand — search on the
platform — purchase

Already in demand, rational demand,

Supermarket — shopping

Taobao*, T-Mall*, Pinduodou®,
Jingdong®, Suning*

Amazon, eBay, Tradeindia, Alibaba,
AliExpress, Trendyol, Wish, Shein,

Goods seeking consumers

Leisure on the platform — impulse
demand — purchase

Future demand, potential demand, false
demand

Shopping mall/ a shopping center where
you can consume or just spend time for
leisure — Window shopping
Social/Content (text, picture, short-
video, livestreaming)-based:

WeChat*, Weibo*, Xiaohongshu*, Weibo*,
Douyin®, Kuaishou*

Instagram, Facebook, TikTok

Source: authors.
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Figure 1. The emergence trend of Taobao villages (data based on Aliresearch’s ‘Annual Taobao Village List’).

international or Chinese journals. First, few publications
focus on the decline and upgrading of Taobao villages,
they normally only study their emergence and growth
(Wu et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2021, for one exception see
Fu et al., 2019). Secondly, existing studies mainly focus on
intra-regional factors, such as grassroots entrepreneurs,
main products, facilities support, governments support,
location, education, transportation infrastructure, etc. (Qi
et al., 2019; Luo and Qiao, 2021), but not on extra-regional
factors, such as market preferences and market compe-
tition on at least the national scale. Therefore, an analyt-
ical framework that considers both the different phases of
the emergence, development or upgrading of Taobao vil-
lages and the internal and external factors of the region
is necessary. Based on ANT, such a framework for filling
the above-mentioned two gaps will be constructed in the
next section. It will help us to explore the mechanisms of
the typical platform-based place making phenomenon in
the Section on The mechanisms of platform-based place
making.

Analytical framework based on ANT

As mentioned in the introduction, we introduce ANT as
an analytical framework to break through the binary di-
visions of online/offline, technological/social, market/pro-
duction, human/non-human, and global/local to analyse
the volatile process of a platform-based place making phe-
nomenon represented by Taobao villages. ANT is a socio-
logical analysis method proposed by the sociologists Bruno
Latour, Michel Callon and John Law (Callon, 1986; Latour,
1990; Law and Callon, 1992). Although it is a sophisticated
device that can contribute to the social analysis of a tech-
nology from an economic geography perspective, Miller
(2015) observed only a ‘half-hearted romance’ between

economic geography and ANT. This article follows Miiller’s
(2015) call to deepen and broaden the ANT vocabulary in
the field of economic geography.

Similar to Fornazin and Joia (2016), Joia and Soares
(2018) and Stanforth (2006), our research is primarily based
on two key frameworks in the ANT literature, namely the
translation framework (Callon, 1984, 1986) and the local-
global networks framework (Law and Callon, 1992). Table
2 lists the main concepts of these two ANT frameworks.
As ‘sociology of translation’ (Callon, 1984; McLean and
Hassard, 2004), ANT is applied to different practice fields,
such as the quality of education (Grimaldi and Barzano,
2014), wildlife tourism (Rodger et al., 2009), technological
change (Heeks and Stanforth, 2015), e-government pro-
jects (Stanforth, 2006; Fornazin and Joia, 2016), etc.
Applying translation to the analysis of the mechanisms
of Taobao village emerging is beneficial, particularly to
explore the crucial role of the platform as a non-human
actor. Although the former framework is more well-known
and more widely applied, we resonate with Gasson (2006);
Lea et al. (1995); Heeks and Stanforth (2007) and Joia and
Soares (2018) to explore the potential appeal of the latter,
as well, because it involves both volatile trajectories from
a local and global perspective simultaneously. This art-
icle understands ‘local network actors’ as ‘intra-regional
factors’ and ‘global network actors’ as ‘extra-regional
factors’ for two reasons. First, although Law and Callon
(1992) denote local and global networks as ‘outside’ and
‘inside’ actors of a single project, here, instead, we map
the different directions of development and upgrading of
different Taobao villages in a single bi-dimensional chart.
Thus, through this study, we explore the potential power
of ANT at a multi-case level. Secondly, since local and glo-
bal have a specific meaning in economic geography, we

adapted these terms into ‘intra-/extra-regional’, in order
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to avoid misunderstandings. Therefore, the application of
the intra-/extra-regional network framework facilitates
the analysis of the different directions of Taobao village
development and upgrading. Then, in order to explore the
mechanisms of platform-based place making, as stated
in the introduction, we ask the three research questions
based on the two ANT frameworks mentioned above and
three phases of Taobao villages (Table 2).
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Research methods and data collection

In order to implement the analytical and explanatory
framework for Taobao villages, this article uses multiple
cases’ materials and various interviews. The main methods
used in this article are literature review and document
analysis, interviews, focus group and netnography (Wu,
2022). Table 3 shows the specific data and information col-

lected by using different methods.

Table 2. Key concepts of ANT and analytical framework.

Main Borrow/ Definition and main ideas Questions for
framework  adaptively mechanisms of Taobao
literatures adopt concept villages (platform-
based place making)
Actor Actors are the sources of action, the entity that interacts and
is active in the network regardless of its status as human or
non-human.
Actor-network Actor-networks are heterogeneous networks of aligned
interests, including human and non-human actors.
Allies In order to become capable of action, entities need to form
aggregates and find allies in order to produce an actor-network.
Translation The process of aligning the interests of diverse actors with
those of the focal actors.
Translation includes the four moments of Problematisation,
Interessement, Enrollment, and Mobilisation, which can
overlap with each other.
. Problematisation The focal actor tries to make itself indispensable and attempts
Translation to negotiate a common problem and solution (OPP: Obligatory
framework passage point) with others. Problematisation is a simple 1) how do.es the )
(Gallon, conjecture and is expected to be transformed into mobilisation. platfo?rm interact with
1984) Interessement The focal point tries to lock allies into defined roles and place?
isolates them from potential entities that oppose the OPP.
Enrollment The interessement does not necessarily lead to alliances, i.e.
actual enrollment, so multilateral negotiations within the
networks are needed to define and coordinate the roles of other
actors. Interessement leads to enrolment if it is successful.
Mobilisation The focal actors attempt to ensure that the representatives
represent each actor group without betraying each other, and
they themselves can be the spokesmen for other actors.
Displacements Displacements continually occur at every moment of
and translation, normally it means the displacement of goals and
transformation  interests.
Dissidence Dissidence consists of betrayals and controversies, they are
(controversy- mainly caused by the displacement and the failure of the
betrayal) representative to represent his/her group of actors.

Local-global
networks
(Law and
Callon, 1992)

Local network
actors— intra-
regional factors

Global network
actors—extra-
regional factors

In the ANT, the local and global networks of projects are
relative terms. A project's local network often refers to the
"inside" relationships of the project's actors who actually
execute the project.

2) why do Taobao
villages take different
trajectories after their
emergence?

3) how does the
platform exert its power
in these processes?

In the ANT, a project's global network refers more to the
relationships among actors "outside" of the project, such as
those providing financial or political support for the project.

Source: adapted after Bengtsson and Lundstrom, 2013; Callon, 1986; Callon and Latour, 1981; Latour, 1987; Miiller, 2015.
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Table 3. Main research methods and data collection.

Methods Documents/Interviewees/Materials Details
¢ "Annual China Taobao Village Acquired via email to Aliresearch. The lists are used in a
Reports" and "Annual Taobao Village comparative way to identify disappeared Taobao villages in
List" (2013-2021) from Aliresearch order to target informants in these villages (Taobao village
(They will be abbreviated to with decline direction).
REPORT+year, e.g. REPORT 2019
below)
Literature ¢ BOOK A: Internet+County: Book Four Taobao villages’ casebooks. All four books are in
review and about County E-commerce Chinese. Book A is authored by Taobao University and
document ¢ BOOK B: China Taobao Villages Aliresearch; Book B and Book C are authored by Alibaba and
analysis * BOOK C: Selected Excellent Cases of are the outcome of The Fifth China Taobao Village Summit
Taobao Villages in China Forum; Book D is authored by the county official in charge
¢ BOOK D: Fifteen Years of Shaji of the e-commerce department. All four books deal with 27
Model: The Productive Life of e-commerce counties, ten Taobao towns, 39 Taobao villages.
Chinese Farmers' Online Business in
the Information Era
e Other secondary materials Policy documents, official reports, media reports, reports
from consultants, and related initiatives and plans.
¢ Governments officials at different Informants were acquired by acquaintances and snowball
levels (G1-G4) sampling.
Interview questions about actors’ positions in the regional
o Village Cadres (V1-Vé6) e-commerce development process and their relationships
with other actors.
¢ Association leaders (A1-A3)
Interviews
with 33 e Logistics managers (L1-L2)
informants
e Entrepreneurs (E1-E18) Acquaintances and snowball sampling, six of them
In the following industries: sporting were employed in e-commerce platform directly and
goods industry (2), flower and plant compensated by 100 RMB for their time and participation.
industry (1), furniture industry (2),
bicycle industry (3), agricultural
products industry (2), garment
industry (5), livestreaming industry (3).
¢ “Hanging out” on traditional and “Hanging out” on different platforms, such as Taobao,
emerging e-commerce platforms and Jingdong, Pinduoduo, Alibaba, Xiachongshu, Douyin,
observing the operation processes of Kuaishou, Weibo.
e-commerce.
o Interviewees’ WeChat moments Examining WeChat moment posts (similar to the socialising
posts (11). function offered by Facebook) from some interviewees who
Netnography were interviewed via WeChat phone, which was helpful in

e WeChat Group for E-Commerce
Association (1).

* WeChat Group for Livestreaming
E-Commerce Exchange (3).

e WeChat Group for Multi-Channel
Network Service of Wanghong (2).

finding historical details.

Some informants invited the authors to join certain pre-
existing discussion groups after interviews.

Source: authors.

Between January 2022 and May 2022, we conducted
in-depth interviews with 33 informants. These informants
include governments officials (indicated in the text as G1,

G2, etc.), village cadres® (V1, V2, etc.), association leaders

(A1, A2, etc.), logistics managers (L1, L2, etc.) and entre-

preneurs (E1, E2, etc.). Thirteen of the interviews were
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conducted offline by Dixiang Xie in two Taobao villages in
Guangdong Province, whereas the others were conducted
by Han Chu via phone and WeChat.

Finally, we transcribed the recordings into text and
imported them into MAXQDA along with some selected
documents for coding of multiple actors, translations,
dissent, intra-regional networks, extra-regional networks,
emerging, growth, decline, upgrading, platform entry, etc.,
to complete further interpretive analysis.

The mechanisms of platform-based
place making

Although Taobao villages differ concerning their basic con-
ditions and development models (Wei et al., 2020), the plat-
form plays a constant and important role in their emergence,
development or upgrading. We use the translation frame-
work to explain how the platform interacts with place and
adopt intra-regional and extra-regional networks to explore
different directions after the emergence and how the plat-
form exerts its power in these processes.

How does the platform interact with place?

We view the process of the transformation of a village into
a Taobao village as a process of translation i.e. problem-
atisation, interessement, enrolment and mobilisation. This
process involves at least five actors: (i) Platform: Taobao,
(ii) Purchasers, (iii) Village Endowment, (iv) Grassroots
Entrepreneurs (online vendors) and (v) Warehouse Logistics
(Figure 2), each with their own interests. Focal actors, i.e.
the Taobao platform, attempt to negotiate a solution for a

‘| 3Village’s
:| endowment

1 Platform:
Taobao

Actors d 2 Purchasers

Idle,

Poor offline
experience #: unexplored,
shopping, lack inactive,
of convenience . lack of
retailers. market.

Unemployed,
unrealized
ambitions,
separation

from family.

Problem

4 Grassroots
entrepreneurs

OPP: Taobao
villages

i Cost-effective More

Goals FuriRc: 1 products, 4 efficient
of evelopmants i good | utilisation,
i
B i purchasing | wider

actors

experience || acceptance |

. Low-cost
entrepreneurship,
| self-employed,
households'
entrepreneurship
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common problem by a simple conjecture, Taobao villages,
which is the obligatory passage point (OPP) for this net-
work. This interest alliance is a minimum requirement,
we call it ‘compulsory allies’, for Taobao villages’ emer-
gence. Figure 2 illustrates the emergence mechanisms of
Taobao villages, which is mainly the problematisation and
interessement process of translation.

In fact, the translation process is not straightforward
and effortless. Interessement does not mean that enrol-
ment, displacement and transformation can be found
everywhere, and dissidence occurs between actors due to
controversy and betrayal. As a result, the translation may
fail, i.e. in which case no Taobao village is formed. Figure
3 illustrates the network of different actors enrolled and
mobilised by the platform, and also the potential dissi-
dence among them.

Figures 2 and 3 show that platforms interact with places
and further ‘make’ places by progressively expanding the
enrolment of different actors. Through this kind of trans-
lation process, ‘compulsory allies’ can associate with other
different human and non-human actors (pending allies in
Figures 2 and 3), such as village committees, designers,
returning entrepreneurs, financial support, regulations,
entrepreneurial climate, etc. To reduce the complexity
of the network, we present here some exact moments of
translation and dissidence in compulsory allies.

Problematisation and interessement

Taobao started in 2003 and connected consumers with
small vendors and entrepreneurs. At the time, Taobao was a
kind of virtual open-air bazaar, but provided a better shop-
ping experience for customers compared to offline stores.

Village
committee,
Governments at |- actors
all levels

| 5 Warehouse
logistics

Potential other

Pending
activation, @
pending
...... g exploration.

Systematic,

efficient and Improving the

Potential goals
local economy

: cost effective

Compulsory allies

Pending allies

— Interessement

----------------------- > Potential interessement

Figure 2. The establishment of obligatory passage points (OPP) (Taobao villages). Source: authors.
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Figure 3. The translation of Taobao villages’ emergence. Source: authors.

“To put it bluntly, the main problem at the time was that con-
sumers’ living standards had risen but their spiritual needs,
such as personal dignity, were hollow. In 2003 and 2004,
when you went offline to buy a suit, the salesperson really
looked down on people who were wearing shabby clothes. But
when you buy in Taobao, customer service is saying ‘Dear’,
‘Boss’... all the time price is also lower than in the physical
store, so people are reasonably likely to choose to shop online
rather than offline” (E5).

The same problematisation process occurs with grassroots
entrepreneurs, the unemployed rural labour force
pursuing self-employment and the rural migrant workers,
who work separately from their families and really desire
to work at home or close to home (V2). Through problem-
atisation, the problems of human and non-human actors
are identified by the focal actors, hence the conjecture of
potential OPP, i.e. Taobao village is proposed. In this pro-
cess, by defining the identity and interests of other actors
aligned with their own interests, the Taobao platform ac-
quires a key role in the network.

In addition to attracting allies, the focal actors try to
lock them in by isolating them from interferences in the
interessement process. On 2 June 2012, for example, Jingdong
Vice President Kui Yingchun posted a blog denouncing
Alibaba, accusing Tmall of forcing merchants to ‘choose
one or the other’. This means that if a merchant chooses
to sell a brand on Taobao, it cannot be sold on Jingdong.
Despite Alibaba’s official denial of these monopolistic rules,
an e-commerce association leader (A2) revealed that he had
received ‘internal information’, which alerted e-commerce
entrepreneurs that if they participated in Jingdong Mall’s
618 promotion, they would not receive traffic from all
T-mall e-commerce festivals in the second half of the year,
including Double 11 promotion. Double 11, initially driven

by Taobao in 2009, has become the biggest online shopping
festival in the world, similar to Black Friday in the USA and
Boxing Day in the UK. From 2010 onwards, similar to Double
11, Jingdong runs 618 as online shopping day.

Enrolment and mobilisation

Here we focus on the enrolment of the village endow-
ment and warehouse logistics. The enrolment process
differs depending on the village endowments. For some
village endowments, the platform only serves as an ex-
panded market channel for offline channels. However,
there are some village endowments that are not easily
enrolled, such as fruit and fresh products. In that case,
negotiations and alignments with other actors, such as
warehousing and logistics, are required to achieve the al-
liance, which is illustrated by the Yangcheng Lake hairy
crabs case.

“After years of development, Yangcheng Lake has completed
the construction of e-commerce logistics infrastructure, such
as a special cold chain network, special packaging, which en-
sures the survival and freshness rate of hairy crabs and plays
a vital role in the e-commerce transformation of Yangcheng
Lake hairy crabs” (Aliresearch, 2015: 149) (BOOK B).

In fact, the translation process can only be completed, if all
‘compulsory allies’ are mobilised. Conventional villages are
transformed into a Taobao village through this process. The
focal actors, the platforms, then, having gained widespread
acceptance of and engagement with other actors’ interests,
are able to speak on behalf of a group of heterogeneous act-
ors with different interests through the network mobilised
by them. For example, when faced with ‘pending allies’,
such as a village committee or governments at all levels, the
translated ‘compulsory alliance’ can speak on behalf of the
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grassroots entrepreneurs or village endowments, in order to
request specific financial support or storage land. Dividing
‘compulsory alliance’ and ‘pending allies’ helps to identify
the incremental process of network construction. Moreover,
it also helps the key actor to assess the importance of allies
and the urgency of dissidence.

Dissidence

Dissidence is ubiquitous throughout the whole trans-
lation process (the above four moments, which can
overlap with each other). Through attempts to elimin-
ate dissidence, some translations succeed in the forma-
tion of an alliance, whereas others do not. In 2011, the
Taobao platform released a new investment plan that
changed the annual technical service fee of 6000 RMB
to require a 5% deduction on each single transaction.
This displacement is a betrayal of the original network,
causing widespread and strong dissent amongst entre-
preneurs.

“This change was fine for the big merchants, but the small
ones couldn’t survive because they can neither accept a 5%
deduction nor compete with the big brands in the T-mall” (A3).

Furthermore, despite the promise of honest transactions
by entrepreneurs’ representatives, there are still some
entrepreneurs who ‘review farm’, that is, recruit buyers
to make fake transactions and write positive comments,
trying to gain more traffic on the platform (E10). These
dissidences and displacements continuously exist in the
network, affecting the stability of the network.

High
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Why do Taobao villages take different
trajectories after their emergence?

This section and the next focus on explaining different
possible directions of Taobao village development and
upgrading and the power of platform in these processes
through the intra-regional and extra-regional framework
by different cases (B1-B4 for development directions and
C1-C2 for upgrading in Figure 4).

The development directions (growth/decline) of
Taobao villages

As shown in Figure 4, we analyse the growth and de-
cline directions of Taobao villages in terms of both the
degree of mobilisation of the intra-regional network
and the degree of attachment to the extra-regional net-
work, indicated as B1-B4. We see intra-regional factors
as organisational relationships on the production side,
while on the extra-regional side we put more emphasis
on demand criteria of the market side. In the following,
we describe the growth or decline directions of Taobao
villages due to intra-regional mobilisation and extra-
regional attachment, respectively, through simple case
illustrations.

Growth/decline due the degree of mobilisation of
intra-regional network actors

The growth of mobilisation of intra-regional network act-
ors can be further divided into quantitative and qualita-
tive mobilisation. The former emphasises the number
of intra-regional actors, while the latter emphasises the
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To multi-platform matrix -~

Degree of attachment of operation village :

actors in extra-regional Extra-regional .

networks attachment growth B3 'Cl

-> Branding A o .
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mobilisation growth
- Expansion
Extra-regional attachment
decline = Copy and
homogeneous
Low
Degree of mobilisation of
actors in intra-regional networks
©
Conventional
villages

Low

Figure 4. Emerging trajectories and directions of development and upgrading of Taobao villages. Source: authors.
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quality of the mobilisation network of actors, such as the
degree of mutual trust and matching.

Direction B1: Intra-regional mobilisation growth
— Expansion The main emphasis here is on the
clustering developments of Taobao villages, as they
tend to agglomerate in one town or expand within
a county. Our examples come from Dinglou Village,
Daji Township, Cao County, Shandong Province, and
Dongfeng Village, Shaji Township, Jiangsu Province.
Both are characterised by spatial expansion as well
as production chain lengthening, which both rely
on mutual trust and close ties among actors and
the increase in the number of intra-regional actors.
In all cases, government departments fund the
establishment of a small loan guarantee company to
provide guarantee services for e-commerce loans. In
2012, Dinglou Village had more than 300 households,
of which more than 280 households had Taobao
online stores. Over the years, Dinglou Village’s rural
e-commerce business expanded from the village to
the entire county. The number of Taobao villages in
Cao County reached 168 in 2021, with in total nearly
70,000 online stores, whereas e-commerce sales
reached 19 billion RMB, making it one of the largest
clothing industry clusters in China (E8).

Dongfeng Village provides a typical example of pro-
duction chain lengthening: “The online store business started
from scratch and quickly spread in Dongfeng Village, as the
villagers quickly learned and copied the model. The number of
logistics courier companies has reached 138, there were 30
photography companies, three e-commerce operation service
companies, 73 raw material suppliers, 67 mattress processing
factories, 19 paint sales companies, 38 hardware fittings manu-
facturers, and 18 accounting service companies by the end of
2018” (Aliresearch, 2019: 49) (REPORT 2019).

Direction B2: Intra-regional mobilisation decline —
Mutual distrust Some Taobao villages have declined
because of their disadvantageous location far away
from the next town centre, which leads to challenges
concerning attracting enough network actors, such
as logistics actors (quantitative mobilisation). Others
declined because of low quality intra-regional
mobilisation networks among the actors.

“We have not contacted the e-commerce association because
they are generally scamming to pay membership and tuition
fees ... The organisation will give you valueless knowledge
to entice you, and then you pay your money and learn noth-
ing ... The village committee and government did not give
any support either. We don’t want them to know about our
turnover either, otherwise wouldn’t we always have to pay
something?” (E8)

Since Taobao villages are identified by the Taobao platform
through backstage sales data, some town governments
and even village committees do not know of the existence
of local Taobao villages or that the village is identified as
a Taobao village.

“Although Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption efforts have been ex-
tensive and tough, some grassroots entrepreneurs still think
village cadres and government officials use their positions to
solicit favours from the public in the course of serving them or
Chi Na Qia Yao (\ZZ+%)" (A2).

Because of this distrust, entrepreneurs are reluctant to
ask for public support (for example, government-backed
small loans or requests for changes of land use from rural
homesteads to industrial plants/warehouses) and hence
developing and clustering of e-commerce is limited.

Growth/decline due the degree of attachment to
extra-regional network actors

The degree of attachment to extra-regional network actors
has been similarly divided into two aspects: quantity and
quality. The former is the exposure to the market, e.g. by
participating in promotions organised by the platform, such
as the Double 11 mentioned above, one can gain exposure
to the store’s products. The latter refers to products and op-
erations that are more in line with the needs of the market,
e.g. having a brand effect or an innovative business model.

Direction B3: Extra-regional attachment growth — Branding
Although a vast number of Taobao villages operate
their products without a brand, some grassroots
entrepreneurs consciously realised the importance of
branding from the very beginning. The following is an
example from the outdoor products industry in Beishan
village, Jinyun County, Zhejiang Province, which is
called the ‘Beishan model’ (Wei et al., 2020), illustrating
the importance of branding for the attachment to
extra-regional factors (market demand).

Beishan Village started to develop rural e-commerce in
2006.1In 2008, Lv Zhenhong, a grassroots entrepreneur from
Beishan Village, started his Taobao business with the out-
door brand ‘Beishan Wolf’. ‘Beishan Wolf’ controls R&D and
distribution and outsources production to factories out of
village. It also manages the brand throughout the distribu-
tion network. Ninety percent of the online businesses in
Beishan Village are distributors, who can sell Beishan Wolf
products directly without paying any extra fees (E3). From
2006 to 2018, the average annual income of Beishan villa-
gers grew from 3300 to almost 14,000 RMB (Wu et al., 2020).
This shows that through branding, villages are able to grow
by gaining broader attachment to extra-regional factors.

Direction B4: Extra-regional attachment decline —

Homogeneous In contrast to Direction B3, Taobao
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villages in Direction B4 lack sensitivity to the market.
They know neither how to operate the online store
actively, nor how to communicate with the emerging
online market. Moreover, their products often lack
design and innovativeness. The homogenisation
of products not only makes a poor fit with the
e-commerce industry, it also leads to a focus on
intra-regional networking and attaches little to extra-
regional factors, which leads to decline.

“All our products are taken directly from the manufacturer, we
just stock them and sell them... There is no design yet... I may
see someone else selling one product very well, then I may
use a lower price to stock this product, then I can use a lower
price to grab its market, which may be grabbed away tomor-
row. Some exclusive product owners with style and fashion
have the ability to develop special styles, they have the pricing
power and do not need to fight price wars” (E2).

How does the platform exert its power in
these processes?
The upgrading directions of Taobao villages

As stated in Table 1, in the process of e-commerce trans-
formation, two models of combined operation have
emerged, namely the multi-channel platform oper-
ation model, which is a hybrid model with traditional
e-commerce platforms, and the multi-platform matrix op-
eration model, which is a mix of traditional and emerging
e-commerce platforms. No matter which model, the entry
of each platform is able to simultaneously and powerfully
increase both the mobilisation of intra-regional network
actors and the degree of attachment to extra-regional net-
works, which has important implications for place mak-

) E6-XiF
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ing. Two upgrading directions are based on the new entry
platform, as described below (shown in Figure 4, C1-C2).

Direction C1: To a multi-channel platform operation
village Multi-channel operations (multiple traditional
e-commerce platforms) are critical due to the
simultaneous mobilisation of intra-regional networks
and attachment to extra-regional networks by the
platform. In Yijie Village, Wanggingtuo Town, Wuging
District, Tianjin, more than 70% of the labour force is
engaged in bicycle production-related industries, and
is known as ‘the first bicycle town in China’ (E5). In
2016, many factories rapidly expanded their production
capacity due to a boom in shared bicycles in China.
With the promulgation of the ‘No bicycle drop-off’
for shared bicycles in many places and the closure of
many shared bicycle companies, orders for shared
bicycles plummeted, and many factories cannot even
collect the final payment. Through online interviews
and netnography via WeChat (Figure 5), we found
out that while domestic sales decreased, most of the
manufacturers have alleviated their sales problems
through cross-border e-commerce via Alibaba’s
International Station (E5, E6, E7). Therefore, the newly
entered platform, Alibaba International Station, can
facilitate an overall upgrading to place making, not only
by mobilising intra-regional actors but also by attaching
to extra-regional actors. However, this multi-platform
only expands the sales channels and turns Taobao
villages into e-commerce villages in a broad sense.

Direction C2: To a multi-platform matrix operation village
In contrast to the e-commerce village, the multi-
platform matrix operation village (a combination
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Figure 5. Screenshot of E6 WeChat moment (enterprise name has been anonymized). 80
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of traditional e-commerce platforms and half-e-
commerce platforms) combines the platform economy
and Wanghong economy. With the impetus of the
government, many digital platforms for short videos
and livestreaming have deliberately created sections
related to rural areas. As reported in The Economist
(2021: 1): “More obscure but no less enterprising,
farmers and fishermen show off juicy apples or
prize lobsters in short videos, digital showmanship
accompanied by new delivery networks that allow
city dwellers to procure the produce”. Peixie Village,
Xiaochi Town, Xinluo District, Longyan City, Fujian
Province, is an excellent template for the upgrading
of Taobao villages. The village has set up an eco-rural
tourism co-operative and built a melon and fruit
corridor, a farmhouse hotel, an ecological tea garden,
a fruit-picking area, a farmers’ park, a begonia
garden and other attractions and leisure projects,
thus enriching the village’s industrial portfolio
(Aliresearch, 2016: 17) (REPORT 2016). Peixie Village
first met the Taobao Village criteria because of its
bamboo products and tea industry, but now, through
the operation of the platform matrix, Peixie Village
synergistically develops its e-commerce industry,
tourism and agriculture, and together contributes to
the construction of platform-based place making. This
multi-platform matrix operation, characterised by an
extremely high information exchange density and
explosive expansion, undoubtedly further promotes
the mobilisation of both intra-regional networks and
the attachment to extra-regional networks, which
is more thorough, more sustainable as well as more
resilient than a multi-channel platform operation
village (Direction C1).

By describing the six directions of development or up-
grading after the emergence of Taobao villages, we find
that the ups and downs of Taobao villages’ developments
depend on the degree of mobilisation of intra-regional
network actors or the degree of attachment to extra-
regional network actors. Their upgrading depends on
the growth of both intra- and extra-regional sides simul-
taneously by the newly entered platform. In contrast to
previous articles, our study takes a full intra- and extra-
regional perspective, focussing not only on the emergence
and growth of Taobao villages, but also on their upgrading
and decline.

Conclusions

Using the emergence, development and upgrading of
Taobao villages as a platform-based place making phe-
nomenon, this study applies ANT networks to a combined
study of economic geography and the platform economy.
By analysing Chinese Taobao villages, it contributes to
placing the platform economy by tackling three research

questions, i.e. (i) how does the platform interact with
place? (ii) why do Taobao villages take different trajector-
les after their emergence? and (iii) how does the platform
exert its power in these processes? Together they reveal
the mechanisms by which the platform exerts its place
making power. First, platforms interact with places and
further ‘make’ places by progressively expanding the en-
rolment of different actors. Secondly, the different direc-
tions after the emergence of Taobao villages are due to
the quantitative and qualitative changes in each village’s
mobilisation of intra-regional network actors and of the
attachment to extra-regional network actors. Thirdly, the
upgrading depends on the simultaneous increase and
promotion of intra- and extra regional activities by newly
entered platforms. This article expands existing under-
standing by analysing the whole process of Taobao villages
from a platform perspective, including not only the emer-
gence and growth of Taobao villages, but also their decline
and upgrading.

Moreover, this article has the following three conclu-
sions and contributions. First, based on translation pro-
cesses of Taobao villages, the concept of ‘compulsory
allies’ and ‘pending allies’ is proposed, refining and pro-
gressing the allies concept in ANT. The different develop-
ment and upgrading directions of different Taobao villages
are profiled with the platform as a key actor, which ex-
plores the potential of ANT for applying in multi-case
analysis in economic geography. Secondly, this article
refines the local-global networks framework by further
dividing quantitative and qualitative aspects concerning
the degree of mobilisation of intra-regional network actors
and the degree of attachment of actors to extra-regional
networks. Finally, this study transcends the urban and
production-side bias of economic geography by consider-
ing the important role of market factors in regional devel-
opment through a practical context based on rural areas
and a theoretical orientation that balances intra-regional
and extra-regional networks.

We see this article as a first step to placing the platform
economy and to getting a more nuanced understanding
of the inter-relations between the platform economy and
economic geography. We hence see much potential for the
following four future research avenues along the lines laid
out in this article around platform-based place making.
First, although this study has taken Taobao villages in
China as an object of study, future research is needed on
similar phenomena in other countries with a good inter-
net infrastructure and well-functioning digital platforms,
in order to work out similarities and differences concern-
ing platform-based place making in different contexts.
Secondly, in this article, we could only give a general over-
view and identify trends. However, we see clear potential
in the future for more in-depth research on case studies
of individual places and how their economies are af-
fected by the platform economy. Thirdly, in this article, we
found out that even in e-commerce clustering effgcts and
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actor mobilisation are important factors. However, more
in-depth research is needed on these factors for platform-
based regional development in order to tease out the dif-
ferences with factors postulated in conventional theories
around clustering and agglomerations, and hence to give
stronger feedback to classical cluster theory. Finally, fu-
ture research on platform-based regional development
could be linked to empirical research on cluster evolution
(Fornahl et al., 2015) and to smart specialisation (Foray,
2018).

Endnotes

1 Themostimportant of these ‘half-e-commerce platforms’
is the short video or live streaming platform, i.e. Douyin
and Kuaishou in China, which are important fronts for
‘short video e-commerce’ or ‘livestream e-commerce’.
Although some traditional e-commerce platforms have
opened up short videos and live streaming functions for
this e-commerce transformation, the operational logic is
still different from that of ‘half-e-commerce platforms’.

2 Wanghong (ML), as a noun, originally refers to celebrities
who are famous on the Internet. At present, it is also used
as an adjective in many cases, referring to people, things,
objects, or places, etc., which spark heated discussions
through the Internet and stimulate people to imitate
similar behaviour or share the same experience, such as
Wanghong sights, Wanghong brands, Wanghong furni-
ture, Wanghong dance, Wanghong clothes and Wanghong
makeup style. The digital economy based on attracting
the attention of internet users is in China known as the
Wanghong economy and Wanghong e-commerce is part
of the Wanghong economy (Cunningham et al., 2019).

3 Village cadres are a special, marginalised group dis-
tinguished from national civil servants, not working
full-time. They exercise village public authority, manage
public affairs, provide public services and enjoy certain
public subsidies in the village (Wang and Mou, 2021).

4 Chi (%2): accepting banquets from the public, taking
kickbacks; Na (%): by virtue of the power, regardless of
whether the public is willing or not, forcefully take the
public’s goods; Qia (F): shirk things, with other purposes,
not in accordance with the rules and regulations to work
quickly, deliberately making things difficult. Problems are
not solved unless the public gives benefits to the officials;
Yao (#): Solicit money or goods from the public by ob-
vious or inconspicuous means.
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Abstract
By studying a Chinese characteristic phenomenon, the expansion of Taobao villages at the

county level, we coin the term "platform empowered cluster development (PECD)". Based on
cluster theory and empirical knowledge of Taobao villages, we analyze the pre-existing context,
the process forces and outcome of Taobao village expansion in 50 counties with a fuzzy-set
qualitative comparative analysis (fSQCA). The following four patterns of PECD are finally
identified: A: Local government driven without pre-existing context; B: Pre-existing
advantages driven without process forces; C: First-mover advantage, grassroots driven with
locational advantage; D: Dual driven without pre-existing context.

Keywords: Platform, Platform Empowered Cluster Development, QCA, Taobao Villages,

China

1 INTRODUCTION
The concept of "empowerment" can be traced back to Rappaport (1987, p. 122) in the field of

psychology, in which "empowerment" is defined as the process "by which people, organizations,
and communities gain mastery over their affairs”. By the 1980s and 1990s, empowerment
became a widely popular concept in American social sciences and was extensively applied in
the study of individuals, groups, and organizational and community development across
disciplines, such as organizational studies, community psychology and urban planning (Rogers
& Singhal, 2003). In recent years, there has been a growing attention in research towards the
empowerment and related socio-economic sustainability brought to rural regions by
information and communication technologies (ICT) or digital technologies, including digital
platforms (Jha et al., 2016; Leong et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2020; Ye & Yang, 2020). The booming
digital platform economy has led to the latest stage of digitalization, known as the platform
economy era (Kenney & Zysman, 2016). While most studies on the relationship between
platforms and places emphasize the negative impacts (Davies et al., 2023), cases in rural China
have shown that platforms also empower development in certain regions (Chu et al., 2023),
changing the way business and industry are operated and organised, which forces us to rethink
regional and industrial cluster development. The rise of e-commerce platforms, such as Taobao,

1
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a platform owned by Alibaba, has brought new opportunities to rural areas in China, even
contributing to narrowing the urban-rural gap and poverty alleviation in the central and western
regions of the country (World Bank, 2016). Local governments encourage the integration of
local traditional industrial clusters with rural e-commerce, attracting the attention from scholars
in economic geography and regional studies both to this topic and to the emergence of e-
commerce industry clusters (Guo, 2022; Liu, 2022; Ma, 2016). Both highlight the
empowerment effect of e-commerce platforms on local development and cluster development.
However, existing literature has mainly focused on the results and processes of empowerment,
rather than its antecedents. Furthermore, according to Rappaport (1987), empowerment
manifests itself differently for different people, organizations, and settings. Similarly, we argue
that platform empowered development and related socio-economic sustainability differ from
place to place. In other words, platforms do not empower all places equally and indiscriminately.
Therefore, the research questions addressed in this article are:
e How can digital platforms interact with industrial clusters to empower place development?
e How do various place assets and actors interact with each other and jointly affect the
performance of platform empowerment?
e Are there multiple patterns for different places to achieve high performance in platform
empowerment?
e How does a region achieve high performance in platform empowerment in the absence of
locational advantages?
Based on evidence from Taobao villages in China, in this article, we align with Leong et al.
(2016) in recognizing Taobao villages as a form of digital/platform empowerment development.
Drawing on existing empirical knowledge and literature on Taobao Village and cluster theory,
we conceptualize the expansion of Taobao Villages as a process called Platform Empowered
Cluster Development (PECD), which exemplifies the expansion of Taobao Village as a concrete
manifestation of the more abstract 'platform empowered place development' process. Building
on this concept, this paper’s research aim is to explore the mechanisms of high-performance,
long-term and effective forms of PECD. Furthermore, we present a mechanism framework
suggesting that PECD is contingent upon local pre-existing conditions and process forces. The
pre-existing conditions encompass initial development foundation and first-mover advantages,
while process forces encompass top-down and bottom-up power. We propose that the
mechanisms of PECD may arise from various configurations of these factors. Hence, our aim
is to examine the diverse expansion outcomes of Taobao villages in 50 counties across China
over a specific period, in order to identify different patterns of PECD and ultimately address
our research questions. We conducted a research design that followed the procedures of fuzzy-

set qualitative comparative analysis (fSQCA), which is an emerging research method in regional
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studies and economic geography (Grillitsch et al., 2022; Rutten, 2019).

The paper is divided into five sections. In the next section, we first introduce the empirical
background of Taobao villages and then discuss the concept of industrial clusters and explain
the relationship between e-commerce, industrial clusters and e-commerce industrial clusters in
the context of Taobao villages, proposing the key concept of PECD. In the third section, we
present a mechanism framework that guides the QCA analysis. The fourth section provides a
detailed description of the QCA analysis process, including the measurement and calibration of
conditions and variables and the selection of cases. The fifth section presents our findings,
illustrating four patterns for different places and particularly their corresponding qualitative
empirical evidence, showing different configurations of high performance of PECD in different

rural areas. Finally, we provide a discussion and conclusions of the study.

2 EMPIRICAL BACKGROUND AND CONCEPTUALISATION

2.1 Taobao villages: some background information

Taobao is the largest digital e-commerce platform in East Asia and has played a leading role in
the development of e-commerce and rural e-commerce in China. Despite facing competition
from various e-commerce platforms or half-e-commerce platforms in recent years (Chu et al.,
2023), Taobao holds significant importance for the development of rural e-commerce in China,
especially from 2009 to 2020. The concept of “Taobao village” was coined by Ali Research,
which is a research institute belonging to Alibaba Group. When a village! is defined as a
“Taobao Village,” it means the annual total turnover of the village on the Taobao platform
exceeds ten million yuan (1.57million US dollars) and there are either more than 100 online
Taobao shops operated by local households or more than 10% of local households operate
online Taobao shops (Ali Research, 2016). Although this criterion only mentions online
turnover and the scale of operations of online shopping, most of the products in fact come from
either local villagers’ household production (courtyard economy), newly founded factories, or
are produced and processed in a large number of local small, family-run businesses and
privatized township and village enterprise (TVE) factories (Jin & Qian, 1998; Yu & Cui, 2019;
Zhang, 2023, p. 10). Taobao Village is a unique phenomenon in China, combining e-commerce
and rural industrial clusters. It has propelled traditional rural economies in China into a new era
based on Internet development (Yong, 2022). On the one hand, Taobao Villages arise in regions

that already possess a solid industrial foundation or specialized/comprehensive markets,

' The term "village" refers to an administrative village, which is the smallest basic autonomous unit in the local administrative system in
China. It has clear boundaries and designated officials. The governing body of the administrative village is the "Village Committee," and
its leader is the director of the Village Committee, commonly referred to as the "village head/chief".
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leveraging pre-existed assets for further development (Bellandi & Lombardi, 2012; Yang,
2022; Zeng et al., 2019). On the other hand, there are cases where Taobao Villages emerge in
regions without pre-existing industrial foundations (concerning both production and markets).
These Taobao Villages that develop from scratch against the background of e-commerce create
new conditions for industrial development and foster the growth of nascent industrial clusters
(Yong, 2022). The emergence and development of Taobao Villages can be based on agriculture
products, such as flowers, trees, fruits, tea, hairy crabs, walnuts, etc., or manufacturing
industries such as garment, furniture, sports equipment, etc. (Cui et al., 2019; Leong et al., 2016;
Wu et al., 2020; Zeng et al., 2019).

The concept of Taobao Village was officially proposed in 2009 when there were only three
Taobao Villages in China. Since 2012, Ali Research has been releasing "Annual China Taobao
Village Reports" and the "Annual Taobao Village List" every year. These reports have
demonstrated that the number of Taobao Villages in China has grown from the initial three in
2009 to 7,780 in 2022. Additionally, Ali Research has introduced further concepts such as
Taobao Towns, Taobao Village Groups, Large-scale Taobao Village Groups, and Super Large-
scale Taobao Village Groups based on different criteria (Ali Research, 2019). We have provided
a comprehensive overview of these concepts and presented the corresponding figures for the

year 2022 in Table 1.

Table 1. Concepts related to Taobao villages

Concept Definition No. in

2022
Taobao Within a village, the annual total turnover of the village on the 7780
Village Taobao platform exceeds ten million yuan (1.57 million US

dollars) and there are either more than 100 online Taobao shops
operated by local households or more than 10% of local
households operating online Taobao shops.

Taobao Town  Within a town, the number of Taobao villages reached or 2429
exceeded 3 OR the annual e-commerce sales on the Taobao
platform exceed 30 million yuan, and there are more than 300
active online stores, regardless of whether there are officially
designated "Taobao Villages".

Taobao Village Within a county (district, county-level city), the number of 161
Group Taobao villages reached or exceeded 10.

Large Taobao Within a county (district, county-level city), the number of 72
Village Group ~ Taobao villages reached or exceeded 30.

Super Large Within a county (district, county-level city), the number of 13
Taobao Village Taobao villages reached or exceeded 100.
Group

From these concepts, we can observe that Taobao Villages often experience rapid growth in the
form of agglomerations. As rural e-commerce expands from Taobao Villages to Taobao Towns

and super Large-scale Taobao Village Groups, the corresponding scale of physical industrial
4
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clusters also continues to expand synchronously (Guo, 2022). However, the lasting
development/expansion of Taobao villages cannot be taken for granted. For some Taobao
villages, the empowerment of the platform will continue to expand, resulting in their
neighboring villages also becoming Taobao villages. For other Taobao villages, the
empowerment provided by the platform may be limited or short-lived, and its impact is confined
to only one or a few villages and it does not spread further. In some cases, Taobao villages
declined and eventually disappeared from the Annual Taobao Village List after a few years,
ceasing to spread to other villages. Due to the similarity and close interaction between Taobao
village expansion and industrial cluster growth, we present our research aim based on the

concept of industrial clusters in Section 2.2.

2.2 Conceptualization: clusters, e-commerce and e-commerce industrial cluster

Industrial clusters, as a common phenomenon in industrial development, have been defined by
Porter (1998, p. 197) as "Geographic concentrations of interconnected companies, specialised
suppliers, service providers, firms in related industries, and associated institutions (for example,
universities, standards agencies, and trade associations) in particular fields that compete but
also co-operate". Despite the long-standing history and extensive development, the concept of
clusters still faces various controversies and confusions (Chu & Hassink, 2022). Martin and
Sunley (2003) pointed out that the most obvious problem with defining clusters is the lack of
clear industry and geographical boundaries. On the one hand, "defining the boundaries of
clusters appears to be about deriving a detailed reclassification of industries that more
accurately reflects the range of specialized economic activity" (Martin & Sunley, 2003, p. 11).
On the other hand, the concept of geographical proximity is so "highly and ridiculously elastic"
that clusters can be "found at almost any level of spatial aggregation" (Martin & Sunley, 2003,
p. 11). Among the numerous concepts of "clusters" summarized by Martin & Sunley (2003),
some emphasize the similarity of industries and activities within clusters (such as Crouch &
Farrell, 2001; Swann & Prevezer, 1996), while others highlight their complementarity and
heterogeneity (such as Feser, 1998). The diversification vs. specialization question has been
recently debated at "Rethinking Clusters" conferences (Lazzeretti et al., 2019). In this context,
some new concepts have also been proposed, such as Clusters of Innovation (COI), which is
composed of core components, namely entrepreneurs, venture capital investors and major
corporations, and supporting components, namely universities, government, service
organizations, start-ups management, etc. (Engel, 2023).

Due to the unclear boundaries of the cluster concept (both from a sectoral and geographical
perspective) and the definition criteria of Taobao wvillages (to some extent,

concentration/agglomeration requirements), scholars regard one or more Taobao villages in
5
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some cases as an e-commerce industrial cluster (Cui et al., 2019; Guo et al., 2014; Li et al.,
2010; Li & Chen, 2017; Xia, 2020). In other cases, one or more Taobao Villages are seen by
scholars as a combination of agricultural or manufacturing industry clusters and e-commerce
(Guo, 2022; Liu, 2022; Yang, 2022). Indeed, the former perspective often involves modifying
Porter's cluster concept to define e-commerce industry clusters as geographically proximate
and interconnected groups of enterprises that utilize the internet as a sales platform. It combines
online and offline channels to share resources and exploit complementary advantages,
transcending rigid single industry upstream and downstream boundaries, adapting to the
evolving nature of e-commerce. Ultimately, it contributes to regional economic development
through innovation, employment generation, and enhancing competitiveness in the e-commerce
sector (Hu et al., 2022; Li et al., 2010; Li & Chen, 2017; Xia, 2020). This perspective recognizes
the specific characteristics and dynamics of e-commerce and regard Taobao villages as a
distinct new type of industrial cluster. The latter perspective treats e-commerce as a tool or
transformation background of local industry development, emphasizing the role of ICT in
shaping and influencing traditional agriculture or manufacturing industrial clusters. In this
perspective, e-commerce acts as an enabler for cluster reconstruction, growth, expansion, or
innovation (Guo & Chen, 2022; Steinfield & Scupola, 2006; Wang et al., 2022; Xiao & Gang,
2017; Yang, 2022). It recognizes the empowerment impact of e-commerce on traditional
industries and their clusters.

In this paper, we have intentionally coined a new concept, "Platform Empowered Cluster
Development (PECD)", to represent the development/expansion of Taobao villages, as we
believe that the aforementioned two perspectives, namely, the empowerment brought about by
the emergence of e-commerce industrial clusters and the impact of e-commerce empowerment
on traditional industries and their clusters, coexist. PECD simultaneously encompasses the
existence of these two effects, thereby providing a reflection of the true significance of Taobao
villages and their expansion, as well as a more comprehensive understanding of the
empowerment of the digital platform for cluster development. Therefore, by reifying the
process of platform empowerment place development, this concept reflects the varying degrees
of long-term effects of platform empowered development by examining the different outcomes
of Taobao village expansions within different counties. Ultimately, our research aims to explore

the mechanisms of high performance PECD.

3 UNDERPINNING THEORIES OF PECD MECHANISMS

Through the description in Section 2, we learned that Taobao villages can emerge both in places
with existing industrial/market foundations and in places without such foundations. The former
strengthens the growth and expansion capabilities of existing clusters through e-commerce,
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while the latter promotes the emergence of physical clusters alongside the formation of e-
commerce agglomeration from scratch. Both forms can be summarized as PECD process.
Therefore, unlike previous studies (Avgerou & Li, 2013; Zeng et al., 2015; Zeng & Guo, 2016;
Zou & Liang, 2015), the focus of this paper is not on the diverse industry foundations and
driving forces during the emergence process or on differentiating between these two forms with
several Taobao villages. Instead, we extend the temporal scope and broaden the geographic
scale to study the antecedent conditions of PECD i.e., the development/expansion of Taobao
villages, at the county level. This approach allows us to explore the mechanisms of long-term
and effective platform empowerment for clusters and places. If the number of Taobao villages
in a county increase more than in other counties in the same time period, it means that the
performance of the platform in empowering the development of that county is more lasting and
higher in that county. On the contrary, if the number of Taobao villages in a county increase
less than in other counties or even decreases, it means that the performance of the platform in
empowering the county's development is short-lived and lower in that county. According to the
above, the concept of PECD is based on the expansion of Taobao villages (which also implies
the emergence of neighboring Taobao villages), which can be understood as both the emergence
of new clusters and the expansion of old clusters, and is also related to the transformation and
upgrading of clusters. However, regardless of the form of understanding, it represents a cluster
development empowered by the platform.

There are three theoretical perspectives to identify the conditions for PECD. First, different
critical actors, such as grassroots leaders, associations, third-party e-commerce service
providers, and institutional supporters are involved in the emergence and development of
Taobao villages(Leong et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2020). In addition, it is also very dependent on
initial resource conditions, e.g. industrial advantage, being close to the supply chain or pre-
existing structure, e.g. external economy, social network (Li & Chen, 2017; Xia, 2020). The
local industrial base, neighborhood effects, geographic location, and socioeconomic conditions
also have an important impact on the aggregation of Taobao villages (Liu et al., 2020). In this
process, both bottom-up grassroots breakthroughs and top-down interventions are likely to be
needed in the face of the inevitable limitations of the periphery (Tim et al., 2021). Secondly, in
terms of the elements contributing to the emergence of industrial clusters, they are typically
attributed to two aspects (Isaksen, 2016; Walker & Storper, 1989). On the one hand, some
emphasize the role of local pre-existing capacities, routines and institutions, such as “firm-
building capabilities, managerial skills, a substantial supply of skilled labor and connection to
markets” (Bresnahan et al., 2001, p. 1). On the other hand, others highlight the role of triggering
factors, such as chance events or historical accidents (Boschma, 1999; Walker & Storper, 1989),

opening up windows of locational opportunity and providing greater locational freedom.
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Clustering effects often occur as first-movers gain advantages through spin-offs and knowledge
spillovers (Boschma, 1999; Isaksen, 2011; Walker & Storper, 1989). Last but not least, in terms
of cluster transformation or upgrading, both government and market forces are emphasized
(Isaksen, 2011). The institutional setting can support digital transformation by facilitating the
integration of industry with innovation and research (Morales & Sariego-Kluge, 2021; Sedita
& Ozeki, 2022). Firms play a crucial role in regional-scale digital transformation through the
modification and alignment of their assets (Isaksen et al., 2019; Wei et al., 2020).

Based on these three underpinning theoretical perspectives, we categorize the potential causes
of PECD into the following six antecedent conditions:

1 & 2 Locational conditions (macro-location and micro-location): Clusters are often expected
to be located in urban areas as it is there where we can expect locational advantages related to
agglomeration effects. However, core urban agglomerations and periphery are not in a static
binary relationship, but are functionally and compositionally interdependent. In the past,
peripheral areas have often been stigmatized as structurally weak, underdeveloped,
insignificant, and subordinate to the core (Anderson, 2000; Dubois, 2016; Grabher, 2018). More
recently, a growing number of scholars have begun to examine the evidence and advantages of
innovation and entrepreneurship in peripheral areas, gradually viewing peripherality as an asset
rather than a barrier to development (Duxbury, 2021; Eder, 2019; Gliickler et al., 2023; Grabher,
2018; Mahon et al., 2018; Morales & Sariego-Kluge, 2021). Through a literature review of
Taobao villages in Section 2 and our empirical knowledge of Taobao villages, we found that
Taobao villages are not only located in developed eastern provinces but also in less developed
western provinces. Due to the large differences between the east and west of China, we need to
differentiate between the macro-location (province of the county) and micro-location (county's
location within the province) in the later analysis.

3 Industrial base: The term “industrial base” primarily refers to physical offline industries,
which are inherently significant. A strong industrial base indicates that the region possesses
higher initial resources, external economic activities, and knowledge density compared to other
places. The presence of diverse knowledge and industrial sectors enhances the potential for
knowledge spill-overs, thereby creating favorable conditions for the emergence of new clusters
(Boschma & Fornahl, 2011; Isaksen, 2016).

4 First mover advantages: The emergence of digital platforms arguably opens a window of
locational opportunity for the emergence of PECD in a region. In the case of Taobao villages,
the county in which the first Taobao village emerged got first mover advantages. Counties
where several Taobao villages emerged in 2014 got higher first mover advantages. First
mover advantages not only imply short-term achievements, but examples from both the cluster

and firm level show that first-movers are also prone to having long-term competitive
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advantages (Boschma, 1999; Garcia-Villaverde et al., 2020; Ketchen Jr et al., 2004; Paija,
2001). However, their 'incumbent inertia' may also lead to vulnerability (Lieberman &
Montgomery, 1988).

5 Top-down power: This encompasses various driving forces, agencies and dynamics during
the process of the development and expansion of clusters. A top-down approach is important in
guiding local development, especially in peripheral areas (Morales & Sariego-Kluge, 2021). As
a “developmental and entrepreneurial state”, China's government typically has a strong
influence on place development (Wei et al., 2020).

6 Bottom-up power: Other dimensions and other types of agencies also form a type of process
power. We call the two main ones, namely the power of the nascent company and the power of
the new association, together bottom-up forces. As the main actor of the new cluster emergence,
start-ups are quite important for place development, while the association is an important 'soft'
asset representing a type of social capital (Aragon et al., 2014; Ji et al., 2022; Wei et al., 2020).
We categorize the above six conditions into initial development foundation, first mover
advantages, and process forces, forming the following framework (Figure 1), where the first

two are further classified as the pre-existing context.

Figure 1. Potential antecedents for PECD
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4 RESEARCH DESIGN WITH QCA

As “complex adaptive systems”, cluster development and its transformation are difficult to
explain using linear dynamics due to various feedback loops and self-reinforcing interactions
(Martin & Sunley, 2011) . Consequently, the different conditions of PECD interact and
dependent on each other. They operate as a configuration rather than separate and independent
factors, exerting influence on the final outcome in a non-additive manner (Cui et al., 2020;
Kane et al., 2017). QCA, as an approach focusing on the complex influence of conditional
configurations, is well-suited to address intricate causal relations. It diverges from the common
statistical approach, which treats success factors as universal causes, and instead explores the

“case-specific effect of conditions as causes, and examine which more general patterns transpire
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from examining multiple cases” (Lagendijk et al., 2020, p. 1; Miller, 1987).

In different situations, the same condition may have different or even opposite effects, as it is
not the condition itself that deterministically causes the outcome, but it rather possesses causal
power (Davies & Mare, 2021; Rutten, 2019). This approach overcomes the ecological fallacy
inherent in traditional statistical techniques and supports the logics of equifinality, which
suggests that multiple paths can lead to the same outcome (Cui et al., 2020, p. 1; Lagendijk et
al., 2020; Meyer et al., 1993). QCA provides a middle ground between quantitative variables
research and qualitative case studies, leveraging the advantages of both approaches (Fiss, 2011;
Rutten, 2020, 2022; Su & Fan, 2022). While QCA, including crisp-set QCA (csQCA), multi-
valued QCA (mvQCA) and fuzzy-set QCA (fsQCA), is commonly employed in organization
and management studies, it has only been limitedly applied in regional studies and economic
geography. Some recent exceptions include Cui et al. (2020), Grillitsch et al. (2022), Huang &
Fan (2021), Kuras et al. (2020), Ruhlandt et al. (2020), Rutten (2019) and Su & Fan (2022).
Based on the empirical background and the form of the data, we adopt fSQCA like most of the

above studies.

4.1 Conditions measurement and variables calibration

Based on the above research aim and mechanism framework, this study uses the difference
between the number of Taobao villages in a county in 2021 and the number of Taobao
villages in a county in 2014 as the outcome variable. The research period is set at 2014-2020
for several reasons. First, it takes several years to observe whether PECD is long-lasting.
Secondly, one of our conditions, Top-down power, relies on the frequency of e-commerce
keywords in the 13" Five-Year Plans (2016-2020)%, which were prepared before the planning
period (around 2014). Thirdly, due to the issue of limited diversity and the requirement for in-
depth knowledge of the research cases, QCA is most suitable for studies with a midsize Ns
(10-50) (De Meur et al., 2009; Ragin, 2008; Rutten, 2020). Choosing 2013 or 2015 as the
starting point would result in too few (18) or too many (180) cases in our study, respectively.
Regarding the condition variables, firstly, the micro locational condition is the distance from a
county to the city where it is located plus the distance from a county to the capital city of the
province where it is located. The macro location condition is measured by the GDP per capita
in 2014 of the provinces where a county is located. The industrial base is the number of

"above-scale enterprises (Guishang Qiye, #1,_E4>1k) *" in 2014. The first-mover advantage is

2 The Five-Year Plan is the most important government document in China. It is the programmatic document for a series of economic and social
development initiatives, indicating the direction, path and goals of development and guiding the construction of development for the next five
years (Shiu & Lam, 2004). The Five-year plan is clearly documented at the national, provincial, city and county levels.

3 Above-scale enterprises (Guishang Qiye, #.L4>1k) describe enterprises that meet or exceed certain government-defined criteria in terms of

revenue, assets, or employee count. The presence of more above-scale enterprises in a region generally indicates a stronger industrial foundation,

10

96



the number of Taobao villages in a county in 2014. The top-down power is represented by the

frequency of "e-commerce (Dianzi Shangwu, % -F 7 %) "and "eCommerce (Dianshang, %
7)" mentioned in the 13" Five-Year Plan by county governments. The bottom-up power is

determined by the number of new e-commerce related firms and the number of new e-
commerce related associations from 2014 to 2021, which are calibrated and summed. A key
step in fSQCA is the conversion of each variation into a fuzzy set to determine the case’s
membership on each variable, as not all variations are considered important (Ragin, 2008).
Commonly used calibration methods include direct calibration and indirect calibration. In this
study, direct calibration using a five-valued fuzzy set rule was employed for all outcome and
conditions variables, enabling the conversion of the variables into their corresponding fuzzy
sets. The anchor points used were 75% for membership, 50% for crossover, and 25% for no

membership. The adopted measurement and calibration anchors are shown in Table 2.

as these enterprises typically have higher production capacity, robust research and development capabilities, and significant market share.

11

97



Table 2. Variable descriptions and data sources

Type Variables Measurement and data source Calibration ~ Measure descriptive
anchors Mean  SD Maximum  Minimum
Outcome Taobao-No  Number of Taobao villages in a county in 2021 minus the 57-235-10 40.78  46.82 192 0
number of Taobao villages in a county in 2014.
Data source from Ali Research
Locational Micro- Geometric distance of a county from the city in which it is 71.29- 158.82 9187 361.64 12.91
Condition location located plus the geometric distance from the capital city of the  156.64-
province in which it is located. 216.88
Data source from AutoNavi
Macro- GDP per capita of the province in which a county is located in ~ 77212.53- 67268. 68460. 389344 10228.85
location 2014. 47900.81- 15 23
Data source from National Bureau of Statistics of China 27032.53
Initial First-mover  Number of Taobao villages in a county in 2014. 5-1.5-1 2.84 2.39 9 1
Development  advantage Data source from the Ali Research
Foundation Industrial Number of industrial enterprises above state designated scale ~ 637-348- 503.24 451.98 1926 36
base of a county in 2014. 151
Data source from China County Statistical Yearbook
Influential Top-down Frequency of "e-commerce (Dianzi Shangwu, % -F 7 %) 26-17.5-12  19.8 11.61 51 0
Forces "and "eCommerce (Dianshang, % 7)" in the 13" Five-Year
Plan for Economic and Social Development of the People’s
Republic of China (2016-2020).
Data source from relevant public documents on each county
government’s website
Bottom-up ~ The new numbers of e-commerce related association and firms 2-1-0 0.97 1.34 8.75 0
from 2014-2021, summed after calibration. 6657 29380. 209077 40
Data source from China Social Organization Website 2833-1935- 11
690

www.chinapo.gov.cn (Zhongguo Shehui Zuzhi Wang, + E 4t
42822 1) and Tianyancha platform www.tianyancha.com
(Tianyancha, XB&#)
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4.2 Selection of cases

In order to select our cases, we used a list of counties that had Taobao villages based on the
2014 Taobao Villages Report, which included a total of 79 counties. However, due to
incomplete data of some counties, we ultimately selected only 50 counties as our case sites
(Figure 2). Although these cases are located in both developed eastern provinces and less
developed western provinces, studying Taobao villages at the county level allows to “maximize
the diversity on factors of interest and to minimize variation on contextual condition” at the
same time (Rihoux & Ragin, 2009, p. 125).

Figure 2. Location of cases

Province Counties
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5 DIFFERENT CONFIGURATIONS FOR PECD

By using fSQCA3.0 software, this study conducts a Necessary Conditions Analysis for each of
the condition variables. Based on the experience of previous studies, the consistency of all
condition variables is below the consistency threshold of 0.90 (Ragin, 2008; Schneider &
Wagemann, 2012), indicating that none of individual conditions can be considered necessary
conditions (for more details, see Appendix A in the online supplemental data). Subsequently,

the Truth Table Algorithm was applied, and the truth table in Appendix B shows the six
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conditions and the outcome membership for each case. Table 3 displays the patterns under
which the platform empowered cluster development in places. These results are presented in
the manner recommended by Ragin (2008) and Fiss (2011).

In accordance with established practices (Chen et al., 2018; Cui et al., 2020; Su & Fan, 2022),
we adopted a frequency cut-off at 1, and a consistency threshold of 0.879 for the PECD pattern.
We also adopted a more stringent PRI cut-off score of 0.797 to rule out simultaneous subset
relations of attribute combinations in both the outcome and its absence (Cui et al., 2020). Our
analysis shows four first-order configuration patterns and the variations of intermediate
configurations (e.g., Al and A2 coexist for pattern A), which validates the equifinality of
different configuration patterns (Cui et al., 2020; Fiss, 2011). The raw coverage is highest in
Patterns C1 and C2, with the configuration covering 20% of the cases, and second at 19% for
Pattern D. The overall solution coverage is 0.91 on the PECD pattern, which indicates these
patterns as a whole can explain 91% of the cases outcome (Ragin, 2008). In the present study,
all of our individual patterns and the overall consistency were measured well above the required
level of consistency, which means the configurations are valid (David, 2021). The unique
coverage is low for every pattern, which means that these patterns are complementary rather
than mutually exclusive.

Through Table 3, we can also observe that micro-locational conditions are not core conditions
in any of the patterns, while macro-locational conditions are core conditions in most patterns
(Patterns B and C). The macro conditions tend to coincide with the first mover advantage, which
is consistent with the fact that consistently most Taobao villages are located in the southeastern
provinces of China. Furthermore, in some patterns, PECD can be achieved even without an
industrial base or locational advantage, relying solely on process forces, in which case top-

down power becomes a core condition (Patterns A and D).
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Table 3. Configurations of successful PECD

Pattern A Pattern B Pattern C Pattern D
Al A2 Bl B2 C1 C2 D
Micro-location ® ® ° ° ® ®
Macro-location ® ® [ [ { ] .
Industrial base . ® [ [ . o
First-mover advantage . L [ ( o °
Top-down  J ([ ° ° o
Bottom-up ° ® ® o o o
Consistency 0.97 0.88 0.92 0.92 0.91 0.88 0.91
Raw coverage 0.14 0.16 0.19 0.15 0.20 0.20 0.19
Unique coverage 0.07 0.11 0.06 0 0.06 0.14 0.05
Overall solution
. 0.61
consistency
Overall solution
0.91

coverage

Note: Black circles (@) indicate the presence of a condition and crossed circles (&) indicate its
absence. Large circles indicate core conditions, while small circles indicate peripheral
conditions. Blank spaces indicate ambiguous situations in which the corresponding causal
condition may be either present or absent, and therefore plays no significant role in the
configurational pattern.

Based on different pre-existing contexts and the main process forces, we have named the four
patterns as follows: A: Local government driven without pre-existing context; B: Pre-existing
advantages driven without process forces; C: First mover advantage, grassroots driven with
locational advantage; D: Dual driven without pre-existing context. Figure 3 represents the
typical cases of the four patterns, and it can be seen that the four patterns are not mutually
exclusive, e.g., Yiwu represents both pattern B and C and Jiangyin both pattern C and D. We

will present one typical case explanation for each of these patterns.
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Figure 3. Typical cases for the four patterns
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Pattern A: Local government driven without pre-existing context

Pattern A represents the local government taking its agency to promote PECD in places that
lack locational advantages. This pattern was observed in seven cases, all of them were uniquely
explained by pattern A. We use the Taobao village expansion in County Caoxian as an example
to describe the PECD under this causal logic.

Cao County is located in Heze City, Shandong Province. The Taobao village in Cao County
initially originated from two Taobao villages, Dinglou Village and Zhang Zhuang Village in
Daji Township. The county lacked an industrial base and has no favorable geographical location,
and the origin of the two Taobao villages was mainly based on the online ventures of villagers
who went around to sell performance costumes. However, from 2014 to 2020, the county saw
an increase of 161 Taobao villages, making it the largest performance costumes cluster in China.
This is largely due to the local government's very timely awareness of the importance of e-
commerce to the county and its timely intervention. As early as the Spring Festival in 2014,
young migrant workers who worked outside and returned to Cao County for the New Year
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received a leaflet from the township government at the bus station and on the street, which was

a letter to the returning youth. The letter reads, "Rather than running around outside, it is better

to Taobao at home" (Yuqi Dongben Xipao, Buru Zaijia Taobao, 5 L& #% %, TR A

%). In the "prosperous development of modern service industry" chapter of the 13" Five-Year

Plan for Economic and Social Development of Cao County, the "vigorous development of e-
commerce industry" and "innovative development of trade and logistics industry" are the two
most important aims, and both are closely related to the development of Taobao villages. Cao
County provides an example of a local government-driven PECD, in which an initial impetus
from small-scale entrepreneurship can make huge strides and leaps forward with timely local

government discovery and support.

Pattern B: Pre-existing advantages driven without process forces

Pattern B represents the pre-existing advantages driven to promote PECD in places. This pattern
was observed in five cases, four of which were uniquely explained by pattern B. Compared to
pattern A, as can be seen in Figure 3, all five counties of pattern B are located in Zhejiang
Province, which has an excellent macro location without top-down and bottom-up forces. We
use the Taobao village expansion in County Tongxiang as an example to describe the PECD
under this causal logic.

Located in Jiaxing City, Zhejiang Province, Tongxiang County has a good geographical
location and industrial base. Although it does not produce wool, it has the largest distribution
center for wool sweaters in China. In addition, Tongxiang also has a nationally renowned fur
market, Chongfu Fur Market. Furthermore, chemical fiber, glass fiber and textile industries are
also Tongxiang's traditional advantageous industries. However, the process forces influencing
its PECD are limited, both from the bottom up and the top down. Thanks to its long-standing
industrial base, its existing clusters have also gained significant expansion due to e-commerce
platforms. This case shows that in the premise of the strong foundation of the original industry
to carry out the platform online empowerment pattern is relatively simple and naturally and

hence does not need other driving forces to a large extent.
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Pattern C: First mover advantage, grassroots driven with locational advantage

Pattern C represents Grassroots agencies to promote PECD in places with first mover advantage
and locational advantage. This pattern was observed in five cases, four of which were uniquely
explained by pattern C. Compared to Pattern B, Pattern C, although also located in a promising
macro location, does not necessarily have a good industrial base; instead, these places are
characterized by stronger bottom-up forces. We use the Taobao village expansion in County
Shuyang as an example to describe the PECD under this causal logic.

Shuyang is located in Suqgian City, Jiangsu Province, and although it is favorably located, it
lacks a manufacturing industrial base and its leading industry is agriculture. Shuyang has a long
history of planting and wholesaling flowers and trees offline, but mainly grows large green
plants and project seedlings, which is not the suitable product for e-commerce business. The
high performance of PECD in Shuyang is mainly because of its first mover advantage and
grassroots driven. In 2014, Shuyang County already had three Taobao villages, which exceeded
32 of our 50 research cases (more than half of the counties had only one Taobao village at that
time). Between 2014 and 2020, it established a total of five social organizations on e-commerce,
which clearly above the average (1.33) compared to the other counties (21 counties did not
establish any social organizations on e-commerce between 2014 and 2020, and 23 counties only
established one or two). During the same period, it established 14,772 companies related to e-
commerce, second in number only to Yiwu, Jinhua, Zhejiang (209,077). With these bottom-up
forces from the joint efforts of the social associations and the newly created companies, the
local nursery product system began to improve in terms of variety, leading to an increase in the
number of products suitable for online retail such as home greenery, succulents, miniature
flowers, seedlings and planting relevant materials, and eventually gradually leading to the

formation of a new product supply network.

Pattern D: Dual driven without pre-existing context

Pattern D represents the dual drive without locational advantage. This pattern was observed in
four cases, three of which were uniquely explained by the D pattern. In contrast to Pattern B,
Pattern D has a poor pre-existing base, but its bottom-up and top-down forces of change are

strong. We use the Taobao village expansion in County Suining as an example to describe the
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PECD under this causal logic.

Suining County is located in Xuzhou City, Jiangsu Province. Once synonymous with
backwardness and poverty, its GDP was at the lowest in Jiangsu Province. However, in the list
of "Top 100 Counties in China in terms of investment potential" jointly released by China
Digital Economy 100 and Urtrust Think Tank in 2021, Suining is on the list. Suining's success
is not only based on the forces of grassroots, but also comes from the timely support of the local
government. As early as 2006, three young farmers in Shaji Town of Suining County started to
register online stores on Taobao and gradually established a furniture production chain in Shaji
Town, Suining County. In 2011, the first local e-commerce association in Shaji Town of Suining
County was established, and at the end of 2011, the local government launched the Shaji E-
commerce Business Park covering an area of 1,800 acres. In 2012 and 2013, a total of 20 e-
commerce training sessions were held with the support of the local government, training more
than 2,000 e-commerce talents in total. The case of Suining illustrates that even without obvious
locational advantages and any pre-existing industrial base, but with process forces from the

bottom-up and top-down, high performance PECD can be achieved from scratch.

6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In addressing the research questions posed in the introduction, this paper elucidates the
mechanisms of platform empowerment and cluster development. Despite some controversies,
the effectiveness of ICT as an enabler for regional development has been demonstrated,
contributing to the poverty alleviation and the reduction of regional disparities in development,
and therefore to socio-economic sustainability (Haefner & Sternberg, 2020; Moriset & Malecki,
2009; Niebel, 2018), which lead to a rethinking of regional and related cluster development.
Building upon a specific digital platform empowerment phenomenon in China, namely the
expansion of Taobao villages at county level, this paper reifies the process of platform
empowered place development.

At its core, the Taobao e-commerce platform not only empowers places to nurture new e-
commerce industrial clusters but also to expand and upgrade existing local industrial clusters.

This dual process, encapsulated under the concept of Platform Empowered Cluster
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Development (PECD), is conceptualized drawing upon cluster theories. Through the
application of QCA to secondary data across 50 counties, we endeavor to demystify the causal
patterns underpinning the high-performance of PECD.

The initial phase of our analysis entails the construction of a mechanism framework, identifying
antecedent conditions, i.e., locational conditions, industrial base, first-mover advantage, and
top-down and bottom-up power that influence the efficacy of platform empowerment in a
configurational manner. Subsequently, our results show that neither locational conditions nor
first mover advantages, industrial base or other influencing forces alone constitute the necessary
conditions for platform empowered development. Instead, a holistic and comprehensive
configurational perspective is imperative.

Our research further delineates four distinct PECD patterns: Pattern A, Local government
driven without pre-existing context; Pattern B, Pre-existing advantages driven without process
forces; Pattern C, First mover advantage, grassroots driven with locational advantage; Pattern
D, Dual driven without pre-existing context. We presented a typical case explanation for each
of these patterns.

In juxtaposing these patterns, we can see that PECD can also be achieved in places without
locational advantages, in which case top-down power is the core condition. This insight is
particularly salient in understanding how even regions devoid of locational advantages can
attain high performance in platform empowerment, showing the need to rethink regional and
related cluster development opportunities. Consequently, our study offers a nuanced
comprehension of the interplay between digital platforms, industrial clusters, place assets,
actors, and their collective impact on the performance of platform empowerment, while also
shedding light on the multifaceted pathways through which different locales can achieve high-
performance platform empowerment.

Theoretically speaking, this paper explores the theoretical framework and development patterns
of platform empowered place development by combining the literature on Taobao villages and
clusters. This exploration not only sheds light on the high-performance mechanisms of platform
empowerment, which are long-lasting and effective, but also represents a rethinking of clusters

and their development and growth in the era of the digital platform economy. In the context of
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the digital platform economy, many new industries, such as the digital content industry, mobile
games, live streaming industry, etc., have emerged, and through platforms, these industries and
economic activities are clustered in virtual space. However, in many instances, these clusters
are also manifested in real physical spaces. Our paper provides further reflections on the
concept of clusters against the background of the emerging digital platform economy and sees,
for the same reason, a strong need for rethinking regional development and related traditional
concepts in economic geography, such as regional resilience, regional innovation systems, and
entrepreneurial ecosystems.

From an empirical perspective, although our study focuses on the empowerment of e-commerce
platforms and cluster development, other digital platforms have the potential to empower
specific places in different ways. For instance, social platforms can contribute to the
development of local tourism industries through place marketing online. Moreover, while our
cases are based in China, it is worth noting that the e-commerce industry has also witnessed
significant growth in the European Union during the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Eurostat, 2022). From a policy perspective, we see interesting links between our research and
smart specialization, a policy strategy influential in Europe that supports specializations and
competitiveness in regional economies by combining existing regional industrial clusters with
so-called General Purpose Technologies (GPT) (Foray, 2014). E-commerce platforms as a GPT
also facilitated increasing competitiveness of existing clusters in Taobao villages, and therefore
echoes the smart specialization strategy. Finally, although our paper deals with the effects of
platform empowered regional and cluster development upon socio-economic sustainability, we
see clear potential for future research in this context on environmental sustainability, as well.
Methodologically, this paper confirms that QCA serves as an intermediary analysis between
quantitative and qualitative research, enabling a more comprehensive understanding of causal
relationships. However, this approach also possesses certain limitations. For example,
achieving a balance between the number of conditions and the number of cases poses challenges,
especially within the field of economic geography, which requires a high degree of context
sensitivity (Gong & Hassink, 2020). On the one hand, it is crucial to maintain adequate

contextual sensitivity to ensure a reasonable identification of relevant conditions. On the other
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hand, we are not allowed to use a small number of cases for analysis in order to avoid too much
logical redundancy. However, as the number of cases increases, the measurement and
calibration of each condition become more challenging due to the potential difficulty in
collecting relevant variables or information for calibration. Nonetheless, we still consider QCA
to be a promising approach for bridging the gap between qualitative and quantitative research

in the field of economic geography.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This article was sponsored by grants obtained from the China Scholarship Council (No.
202108080164). The authors would like to thank three anonymous referees and the guest

editors for their valuable comments.

References

Ali Research. (2016). The Research Report on Taobao Villages of China in 2016.

Ali Research. (2019). The Research Report on Taobao Villages of China in 2019.

Anderson, A. R. (2000). Paradox in the periphery: An entrepreneurial reconstruction?
Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 12(2), 91-109.
https://doi.org/10.1080/089856200283027

Aragon, C., Aranguren, M. J., Iturrioz, C., & Wilson, J. R. (2014). A social capital approach for
network policy learning: The case of an established cluster initiative. European Urban and
Regional Studies, 21(2), 128—145. https://doi.org/10.1177/0969776411434847

Avgerou, C., & Li, B. (2013). Relational and institutional embeddedness of Web-enabled
entrepreneurial networks: Case studies of netrepreneurs in China. Information Systems
Journal, 23(4), 329-350. https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12012

Bellandi, M., & Lombardi, S. (2012). Specialized markets and Chinese industrial clusters: The
experience of Zhejiang Province. China Economic Review, 23(3), 626—638.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chieco.2012.03.001

Boschma, R. A. (1999). The rise of clusters of innovative industries in Belgium during the industrial
epoch. Research Policy, 28(8), 853—871. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0048-7333(99)00026-8

Boschma, R., & Fornahl, D. (2011). Cluster evolution and a roadmap for future research. Regional
Studies, 45(10), 1295-1298. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2011.633253

Bresnahan, T., Gambardella, A., & Saxenian, A. (2001). ‘Old economy’inputs for ‘new
economy’outcomes: Cluster formation in the new Silicon Valleys. Industrial and Corporate
Change, 10(4), 835-860.

Chen, L., Li, Y., & Fan, D. (2018). How do emerging multinationals configure political connections
across institutional contexts?  Global  Strategy Journal, 8(3), 447-470.
https://doi.org/10.1002/gsj.1187

22

108



Chu, H., & Hassink, R. (2022). Regional Clusters. Oxford University Press.

Chu, H., Hassink, R., Xie, D., & Hu, X. (2023). Placing the platform economy: The emerging,
developing and upgrading of Taobao villages as a platform-based place making
phenomenon in China. Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, rsad004.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsad004

Crouch, C., & Farrell, H. (2001). Great Britain: Falling through the holes in the network concept.
In Local production systems in Europe: Rise or demise? (pp. 154-211). Oxford University
Press.

Cui, L., Fan, D., Li, Y., & Choi, Y. (2020). Regional competitiveness for attracting and retaining
foreign direct investment: A configurational analysis of Chinese provinces. Regional
Studies, 54(5), 692—703. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2019.1636023

Cui, M., Pan, S. L., & Cui, L. (2019). Developing community capability for e-commerce
development in rural China: A resource orchestration perspective. Information Systems
Journal, 29(4), 953-988. https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12241

David, L. (2021). The Different Paths from which Place leadership Can Manifest: A Meta-analysis
Using Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA). Lund University, Centre for Innovation
Research (CIRCLE).

Davies, A., Donald, B., & Gray, M. (2023). The power of platforms—Precarity and place.
Cambridge  Journal  of  Regions, Economy  and  Society, rsadO11.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsad011

Davies, B., & Mare, D. C. (2021). Relatedness, complexity and local growth. Regional Studies,
55(3), 479-494. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2020.1802418

De Meur, G., Yamasaki, S., & Rihoux, B. (2009). Addressing the critiques of QCA.

Dubois, A. (2016). Transnationalising entrepreneurship in a peripheral region — The translocal
embeddedness paradigm. Journal of  Rural Studies, 46, I-11.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2016.05.003

Duxbury, N. (2021). Cultural and creative work in rural and remote areas: An emerging international
conversation.  International Journal of Cultural Policy, 27(6), 753-767.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10286632.2020.1837788

Eder, J. (2019). Peripheralization and knowledge bases in Austria: Towards a new regional typology.
European Planning Studies, 27(1), 42-67.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2018.1541966

Engel, J. S. (2023). Clusters of Innovation in the Age of Disruption. Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd.

Eurostat.  (2022). Online sales efforts on the vrise due to the pandemic.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20220411-1

Feser, E. J. (1998). Old and new theories of industry clusters. Clusters and Regional Specialisation,
18, 40.

Fiss, P. C. (2011). Building Better Causal Theories: A Fuzzy Set Approach to Typologies in
Organization Research. Academy of Management Journal, 54(2), 393-420.
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2011.60263120

Foray, D. (2014). Smart specialisation: Opportunities and challenges for regional innovation policy.

Routledge.
Garcia-Villaverde, P. M., Elche, D., & Martinez-Pérez, A. (2020). Understanding pioneering

orientation in tourism clusters: Market dynamism and social capital. Tourism Management,

23

109



76, 103966. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2019.103966

Gliickler, J., Shearmur, R., & Martinus, K. (2023). Liability or opportunity? Reconceptualizing the
periphery and its role in innovation. Journal of Economic Geography, 23(1), 231-249.
https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lbac028

Gong, H., & Hassink, R. (2020). Context sensitivity and economic-geographic (re)theorising.
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, 13(3), 475-490.
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsaa021

Grabher, G. (2018). Marginality as strategy: Leveraging peripherality for creativity. Environment
and Planning A: Economy and Space, 50(8), 1785-1794.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X18784021

Grillitsch, M., Sotarauta, M., Asheim, B., Fitjar, R. D., Haus-Reve, S., Kolehmainen, J., Kurikka,
H., Lundquist, K.-J., Martynovich, M., & Monteilhet, S. (2022). Agency and economic
change in regions: Identifying routes to new path development using qualitative
comparative analysis. Regional Studies, 1-16.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2053095

Guo, C. (2022). Study on the Expansion of Flower and Seedling Industrial Cluster in Taobao Village
Driven by Multi-Factors—Cases of the Shuyang County in China. Preprints.Org.
https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202206.0231.v1

Guo, G., Liang, Q., & Luo, G. (2014). Effects of clusters on China’s e-commerce: Evidence from
the Junpu Taobao Village. International Journal of Business and Management, 9(6), 180.
https://doi.org/10.5539/ijbm.vIn6p180

Guo, N., & Chen, H. (2022). Comprehensive Evaluation and Obstacle Factor Analysis of High-
Quality Development of Rural E-Commerce in China. Sustainability, 14(22), 14987.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su142214987

Haefner, L., & Sternberg, R. (2020). Spatial implications of digitization: State of the field and
research agenda. Geography Compass, 14(12). https://doi.org/10.1111/gec3.12544

Hu, W., Zegang, Z., Keyan, L., & Qingying, Z. (2022). Influencing Factors and Internal Mechanism
of Rural E-commerce Industrial Clusters under Rural Revitalization.

Huang, X., & Fan, D. (2021). Global connectedness, local embeddedness and creative economies
in European cities. Regional Studies, 55(7), 1265-1281.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2021.1880002

Isaksen, A. (2011). 22 Cluster evolution. In Handbook of regional innovation and growth (p. 293).
Edward Elgar Publishing.

Isaksen, A. (2016). Cluster emergence: Combining pre-existing conditions and triggering factors.
Entrepreneurship & Regional Development, 28(9-10), 704-723.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985626.2016.1239762

Isaksen, A., Jakobsen, S.-E., Njogs, R., & Normann, R. (2019). Regional industrial restructuring
resulting from individual and system agency. Innovation: The European Journal of Social
Science Research, 32(1), 48—65.

Jha, S. K., Pinsonneault, A., & Dubé, L. (2016). The evolution of an ict platform-enabled ecosystem
for poverty alleviation. MIS Quarterly, 40(2), 431-446.

Ji, H., Miao, Z., Wan, J., & Lin, L. (2022). Digital transformation and financial performance: The
moderating role of entrepreneurs’ social capital. Technology Analysis & Strategic
Management, 0(0), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1080/09537325.2022.2118110

24

110



Jin, H. H., & Qian, Y. Y. (1998). Public versus private ownership of firms: Evidence from rural
China. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 113(3), 773-808.
https://doi.org/10.1162/003355398555748

Kane, H., Hinnant, L., Day, K., Council, M., Tzeng, J., Soler, R., Chambard, M., Roussel, A., &
Heirendt, W. (2017). Pathways to Program Success: A Qualitative Comparative Analysis
(QCA) of Communities Putting Prevention to Work Case Study Programs. Journal of
Public  Health  Management and  Practice: JPHMP, 23(2), 104-111.
https://doi.org/10.1097/PHH.0000000000000449

Kenney, M., & Zysman, J. (2016). The rise of the platform economy. Issues in Science and
Technology, 32(3), 61.

Ketchen Jr, D. J., Snow, C. C., & Hoover, V. L. (2004). Research on competitive dynamics: Recent
accomplishments and future challenges. Journal of Management, 30(6), 779-804.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jm.2004.06.002

Kuras, E. R., Warren, P. S., Zinda, J. A., Aronson, M. E., Cilliers, S., Goddard, M. A., Nilon, C. H.,
& Winkler, R. (2020). Urban socioeconomic inequality and biodiversity often converge,
but not always: A global meta-analysis. Landscape and Urban Planning, 198, 103799.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2020.103799

Lagendijk, A., Velde, M. van der, & Kuijpers, M. (2020). Looking for causes of effects in cases:
Evaluating intermunicipal collaboration in The Netherlands applying QCA. Zeitschrift Fiir
Wirtschafisgeographie, 64(3), 149—164. https://doi.org/10.1515/zfw-2019-0020

Lazzeretti, L., Capone, F., Caloffi, A., & Sedita, S. R. (2019). Rethinking clusters. Towards a new
research agenda for cluster research. Furopean Planning Studies, 27(10), 1879-1903.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2019.1650899

Leong, C., Pan, S. L., Newell, S., & Cui, L. (2016). The Emergence of Self-Organizing E-Commerce
Ecosystems in Remote Villages of China: A Tale of Digital Empowerment for Rural
Development. MIS Quarterly, 40(2), 475-484.
https://doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2016/40.2.11

Li, X., & Chen, Y. (2017). The analysis of the symbiotic relationship of e-commerce industry
clusters from the perspective of chaos theory. 2017 3rd International Conference on
Information Management (ICIM), 83-87.
https://doi.org/10.1109/INFOMAN.2017.7950351

Li, X., Wen, L., & Youxia, S. (2010). Research on the Innovation of E-Commerce Industrial Clusters
in China Based on the Perspective of Network Structure. 2010 3rd International
Conference on Information Management, Innovation Management and Industrial
Engineering, 3, 304-307. https://doi.org/10.1109/ICII1.2010.393

Lieberman, M. B., & Montgomery, D. B. (1988). First-mover advantages. Strategic Management
Journal, 9(S1), 41-58. https://doi.org/10.1002/sm;j.4250090706

Liu, D. (2022). Study on Coordinated Development Path of Agricultural Industrial Clusters and
Rural E-commerce. Modern Economics & Management Forum, 3(3), 180.
https://doi.org/10.32629/memf.v3i3.853

Liu, M., Zhang, Q., Gao, S., & Huang, J. (2020). The spatial aggregation of rural e-commerce in
China: An empirical investigation into Taobao Villages. Journal of Rural Studies, 80, 403—
417. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2020.10.016

Ma, X. (2016). Collaborative Development of Electronic Commerce and Industrial Cluster.

25

111



Proceedings of the 2016 3rd International Conference on Management, Education
Technology and Sports Science (METSS 2016). 2016 3rd International Conference on
Management, Education Technology and Sports Science (METSS 2016), Guilin, China.
https://doi.org/10.2991/metss-16.2016.74

Mahon, M., McGrath, B., Laoire, L. O., & Collins, P. (2018). Artists as workers in the rural;
precarious livelihoods, sustaining rural futures. Journal of Rural Studies, 63, 271-279.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2018.04.001

Martin, R., & Sunley, P. (2003). Deconstructing clusters: Chaotic concept or policy panacea?
Journal of Economic Geography, 3(1), 5-35. https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/3.1.5

Martin, R., & Sunley, P. (2011). Conceptualizing cluster evolution: Beyond the life cycle model?
Regional Studies, 45(10), 1299—1318. https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2011.622263

Meyer, A. D., Tsui, A. S., & Hinings, C. R. (1993). Configurational approaches to organizational
analysis. Academy of Management Journal, 36(6), 1175-1195.
https://doi.org/10.2307/256809

Miller, D. (1987). The genesis of configuration. Academy of Management Review, 12(4), 686—701.
https://doi.org/10.2307/258073

Morales, D., & Sariego-Kluge, L. (2021). Regional state innovation in peripheral regions: Enabling
Lapland’s green policies. Regional Studies Regional Science, 8(1), 54-64.
https://doi.org/10.1080/21681376.2021.1882882

Moriset, B., & Malecki, E. J. (2009). Organization versus space: The paradoxical geographies of
the digital economy. Geography Compass, 3(1), 256-274. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-
8198.2008.00203.x

Niebel, T. (2018). ICT and economic growth — Comparing developing, emerging and developed
countries. World Development, 104, 197-211.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2017.11.024

Paija, L. (2001). Finnish ICT cluster in the Digital Economy. The Research Institute of the Finnish
Economy.

Porter, M. E. (1998). On competition. Harvard Businesss School Publishing.

Ragin, C. C. (2008). Redesigning social inquiry: Fuzzy sets and beyond. University of Chicago
Press.

Rappaport, J. (1987). Terms of empowerment/exemplars of prevention: Toward a theory for
community psychology. American Journal of Community Psychology, 15(2), 121-148.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00919275

Rihoux, B., & Ragin, C. (2009). Configurational Comparative Methods: Qualitative Comparative
Analysis  (QCA)  and  Related  Techniques. ~ SAGE  Publications, Inc.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781452226569

Rogers, E. M., & Singhal, A. (2003). Empowerment and Communication: Lessons Learned From
Organizing for Social Change. Annals of the International Communication Association,
27(1), 67-85. https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2003.11679022

Ruhlandt, R. W. S., Levitt, R., Jain, R., & Hall, D. (2020). One approach does not fit all (smart)
cities: Causal recipes for cities’ use of “data and analytics.” Cities, 104, 102800.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2020.102800

Rutten, R. (2019). Openness values and regional innovation: A set-analysis. Journal of Economic
Geography, 19(6), 1211-1232. https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/Iby061

26

112



Rutten, R. (2020). Comparing causal logics: A configurational analysis of proximities using
simulated  data.  Zeitschrift  Fiir  Wirtschafisgeographie,  64(3), 134-148.
https://doi.org/10.1515/zfw-2019-0023

Rutten, R. (2022). Applying and Assessing Large-N QCA: Causality and Robustness From a Critical
Realist Perspective. Sociological Methods & Research, 51(3), 1211-1243.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124120914955

Schneider, C. Q., & Wagemann, C. (2012). Set-Theoretic Methods for the Social Sciences: A Guide
to Qualitative Comparative  Analysis. Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9781139004244

Sedita, S. R., & Ozeki, T. (2022). Path renewal dynamics in the Kyoto kimono cluster: How to
revitalize cultural heritage through digitalization. European Planning Studies, 30(9), 1736—
1754. https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2021.1972938

Shiu, A., & Lam, P.-L. (2004). Electricity consumption and economic growth in China. Energy
Policy, 32(1), 47-54. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0301-4215(02)00250-1

Steinfield, C., & Scupola, A. (2006). Explaining ICT Infrastructure and E-Commerce Uses and
Benefits in Industrial Clusters: Evidence from a Biotech Cluster. Proceedings of the 39th
Annual Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences (HICSS 06), 8, 209b—209b.
https://doi.org/10.1109/HICSS.2006.174

Su, Y., & Fan, D. (2022). Smart cities and sustainable development. Regional Studies, 1-17.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2022.2106360

Swann, P., & Prevezer, M. (1996). A comparison of the dynamics of industrial clustering in
computing and biotechnology. Research Policy, 25(7), 1139-1157.

Tim, Y., Cui, L., & Sheng, Z. (2021). Digital resilience: How rural communities leapfrogged into
sustainable  development.  Information  Systems  Journal, 31(2), 323-345.
https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12312

Walker, R., & Storper, M. (1989). The capitalist imperative: Territory, technology and industrial
growth (Vol. 2). Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Wang, C., Liu, T., Wang, J., Li, D., Wen, D., Ziomkovskaya, P., & Zhao, Y. (2022). Cross-Border E-
Commerce Trade and Industrial Clusters: Evidence from China. Sustainability, 14(6),
Article 6. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14063576

Wei, Y. D, Lin, J., & Zhang, L. (2020). E-commerce, taobao villages and regional development in
China. Geographical Review, 110(3), 380—405. https://doi.org/10.1111/gere.12367

World Bank. (2016). The Taobao Villages as an Instrument for Poverty Reduction and Shared
Prosperity. https://doi.org/10/29/the-taobao-villages-as-an-instrument-for-poverty-
reduction-and-shared-prosperity

Wu, W., Zhang, Y., & Fan, Y. (2020). ICT Empowers the Formation and Development of Rural E-
Commerce in China. IEEE Access, 8, 135264-135283.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2020.3011593

Xia, Z. (2020). Research on the Development of Wenzhou Rural E-commerce Industry Cluster
under the background of Big Data. Scientific Journal of Technology Volume, 2(09).

Xiao, C., & Gang, Z. (2017). How Do Innovation Capabilities of Industrial Cluster Evolve in the
Context of E-Commerce?: A Case Study from China. 2017 Portland International
Conference on Management of Engineering and Technology (PICMET), 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.23919/PICMET.2017.8125375

27

113



Yang, R. (2022). Space reconstruction process and internal driving mechanisms of Taobao villages
in metropolitan fringe areas: A case study of Lirendong village in Guangzhou, China.
Journal of Geographical Sciences, 32(12), 2599-2623. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11442-

022-2063-9
Ye, L., & Yang, H. (2020). From digital divide to social inclusion: A tale of mobile platform
empowerment in rural areas. Sustainability, 12(6), 2424,

https://doi.org/10.3390/su12062424

Yong, F. (2022). Agglomeration and Spatial Distribution of E-Commerce Sector in China: A Case
Study of Jiangsu Province. Wireless Communications and Mobile Computing, 2022, 1-9.
https://doi.org/10.1155/2022/7284213

Yu, H., & Cui, L. (2019). China’s E-Commerce: Empowering Rural Women? The China Quarterly,
238, 418-437. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741018001819

Zeng, Y., & Guo, H. (2016). The mechanism and operating logic of how e-commerce associations
promote the development of Taobao Villages: Taking the practice of Junpu Village in
Jieyang City of Guangdong Province as an example. Chinese Rural Economy, 6, 51-60.

Zeng, Y., Guo, H., Yao, Y., & Huang, L. (2019). The formation of agricultural e-commerce clusters:
A case from  China. Growth  and  Change, 50(4), 1356-1374.
https://doi.org/10.1111/grow.12327

Zeng, Y., Qiu, D., Shen, Y., & Guo, H. (2015). Study on the formation of Taobao village: Taking
Dongfeng village and Junpu village as examples. Economic geography, 35(12), 90-97.

Zhang, L. (2023). The Labor of Reinvention: Entrepreneurship in the New Chinese Digital Economy.

Columbia University Press.

Zou, L., & Liang, Q. (2015). Mass entrepreneurship, government support and entrepreneurial cluster:

Case study of Junpu Taobao Village in China. Scholars Journal of Economics, Business
and Management, 2(12), 1185-1193.

Appendix A

Analysis of necessary conditions

Consistency Coverage
Micro-location 0.50 0.49
~Micro-location 0.61 0.55
Macro-location 0.59 0.52
~Macro-location 0.48 0.49
Industrial base 0.70 0.66
~Industrial base 0.43 0.41
First-mover advantage 0.77 0.80
~First-mover advantage 0.33 0.29
Top-down 0.69 0.64
~Top-down 0.41 0.40
Bottom-up 0.63 0.63
~Bottom-up 0.54 0.48

Note: ~ means the condition does not exist.
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Appendix B

Truth table
Micro- Macro- Industrial ~ First- Top- Bottom- Number  Taobao Cases RAW PRI SYM
location  location  base mover down up consist. consist. consist
advantage
1 1 1 0 1 1 Lin'an(0.77,0.87) 0.972603 0.951368 0.951368
0 1 1 1 3 1 Suining(0.75,1.00) 0.967391 0.948864 0.948864
Tiantai(0.63,0.99)
Yongjia(0.53,0.58)
0 0 1 1 1 1 2 1 Caoxian(0.73,1.00) 0.969125 0.948718 0.948718
Jinjiang(0.52,0.99)
0 1 1 1 0 1 3 1 Shuyang(0.57,1.00) 0.964179 0.947136 0.947137
Yongkang(0.78,1.00)
Wenling(0.69,1.00)
0 0 0 1 1 1 1 Shishi(0.52,0.70) 0.946746 0.844828 0.844827
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 Yiwu(0.62,1.00) 0.90625 0.83871 0.83871
0 0 0 4 Nangong(0.74,0.92) 0.882834 0.822717 0.822718
Qinghe(0.73,0.95)
Anxi(0.83,0.91)
Dehua(0.50,0.13)
1 1 1 1 0 0 3 1 Pinghu(0.61,0.36) 0.888399 0.816867 0.816868
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Tongxiang(0.56,0.96)
Haining(0.95,1.00)
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Jiangyin(0.61,0.27)
Zengcheng(0.67,0.51)
Puning(0.51,0.99)
Boxing(0.77,0.68)
Xianyou(0.59,0.62)
Longquan(0.61,0.01)
Jiedong(0.52,0.77)
Zhuji(0.69,0.66)
Donghai(0.70,0.19)
Taicang(0.50,0.07)
Changshu(0.58,0.99)
Xinyi(0.75,0.05)
Kunshan(0.94,0.07)
Wuyi(0.69,0.47)
Dongyang(0.52,0.19)
Tonglu(0.52,0.01)
Boluo(0.61,0.09)
Raoping(0.67,0.05)
Lixian(0.54,0.05)
Minhou(0.54,0.56)

Jinyun(0.56,0.05)
Pixian(0.54,0.03)
Lufeng(0.67,0.01)
Heshan(0.61,0.02)
Zhengding(0.95,0.62)

0.879214
0.8

0.799692

0.722814

0.77572

0.740964
0.618863

0.515193

0.622735

0.559809
0.567268

0.40583
0.57265
0.356804

0.79717
0.619946

0.591195

0.516729

0.483412

0.402778
0.345092

0.272009

0.213058

0.171171
0.130919

0.116667
0.090909
0.076136

0.79717
0.678466

0.628763

0.516729

0.483412

0.411347
0.345092

0.286242

0.213058

0.171171
0.130919

0.116667
0.090909
0.08231
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Shenze(0.75,0.09)
Mengzhou(0.59,0.01)

Xianju(0.69,0.06)
Sanmen(0.51,0.01)
Huidong(0.67,0.04)
Yongnian(0.51,0.01)
Yunxi(0.69,0.01)

0.368243
0.382637
0.425837
0.309883

0.067332
0.065693
0.052632
0.035129

0.067332
0.065693
0.052632
0.035129
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Abstract

This study explores cluster resilience of two Chinese furniture clusters during multiple crises in the last two
decades, elucidating the conditions that determine whether structural or agential factors matter more in
sustaining their resilience. We propose that clusters characterized by simple intra- and extra-cluster industrial
networks and an underdeveloped regional economy, rely mostly on direct government intervention for
resilience. Conversely, clusters with complex industrial networks, embedded in an advanced regional
economy, derive their resilience predominantly from market dynamics and cross-industry synergies. This
analysis emphasizes the need to consider a cluster's dual embeddedness—territorial and industrial—when
assessing its resilience.

Keywords: Polycrisis, cluster resilience; furniture industry, territorial and network embeddedness; China

1 Introduction

Research on regional economic resilience (RER) and cluster resilience has gained increased attention since
the Great Recession of 2008. However, with the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019, there has
been a renewed and heightened interest in the study of resilience. Although RER has been argued to evolve
from a “fuzzy concept” to a “well-developed concept” (Sutton et al. 2023, p.1), its complexity deserves
further exploration.

One type of such complexity relates to the multiplicity of crises. A critical aspect of today’s economy is the
potential for multiple crises to arise either simultaneously or consecutively, exerting both independent and
combined impacts on regional economies and clusters. Although existing research has provided valuable
insights into the influence and determinants of RER (and to a lesser extent, cluster resilience) during single,
isolated shocks, there has been limited exploration of how regions respond to multiple crises. This oversight
is problematic, given that in reality, different types of crises often coexist, with their impacts being both
cumulative or counteractive. These crises can take various forms, including economic downturns, financial
instability, supply chain disruptions, geopolitical tensions, natural disasters, and public health emergencies.
Their impacts can be wide-ranging, affecting different aspects of the economy.

Another complexity relates to the causal mechanisms that underpin different regions’ or clusters’
performances during and after crises. As Yeung (2019) has noted, a causal mechanism serves as a necessary

relation to connect an initial causal condition with its particular socio-spatial outcomes in context. In other
1
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words, specifying concrete mechanism(s) is an indispensable analytical procedure to work out how processes
unfold and relate to geographic outcomes in particular contexts. Applying this thinking to the research on
RER and cluster resilience, it means that to tease out the causal mechanism(s) underpin RER and cluster
resilience would require the effort to identify both the particular and the necessary relations in context. While
the current work has identified multiple structural and agential factors that are important for RER (Martin
2012; Martin and Sunley 2020), it is less clear under which context or conditions, structural or agential factors
matter more in determining RER.

The third complexity stems from the lack of clarity about the unit of analysis in RER research. Discussions
on RER address various regional spaces and scales, including clusters, cities, and regions, without clearly
delineating their differences (Martin and Sunley 2015). Although clusters form part of the regional economy,
the factors that influence their resilience may differ from those affecting the entire regional economy. To steer
clear of the trap of encompassing everything and thus diluting the focus, this paper will concentrate on
investigating the mechanisms of "cluster resilience" within a polycrisis context, a relatively underdeveloped
concept in current resilience research.

To respond to the recent advocation of incorporation of regional context in empirical studies of RER and
cluster resilience as well as the identification of underlying causal mechanisms (Sutton et al. 2023), this paper
aims to develop an analytical framework for cluster resilience based on the consideration of the cluster’s
embeddedness in territorial and network structures. It emphasizes the characteristics of regional structural
conditions (i.e., industrial and institutional), as well as the focal cluster’s embeddedness in the industrial
networks, reflecting on the multifaceted nature of cluster resilience sources. To disentangle the complexities
mentioned above and to provide more analytical clarity to cluster resilience, this paper poses the following
three questions: First, how do different crises impact cluster development in different ways? Second, does
the same set of crises produce the same shock effects for different clusters in the same sector? And third,
what are the sources of resilience for industry clusters with diverse backgrounds?

This paper explores the resilience strategies adopted by two furniture industry clusters, Nankang and Shunde,
amidst a spectrum of crises, including the impact of online platforms on offline distribution networks,
environmental regulations, repercussions of the US-China trade war, the COVID-19 pandemic, shocks from
the real estate market, and broader economic downturns. These challenges have had varying impacts on the
resilient performances of the two clusters. After proposing the dual-embeddedness framework (territorial and
network embeddedness) for studying cluster resilience (section 4), this paper demonstrates through the
research of two furniture industry clusters that: 1) different crises can affect clusters’ dual-embeddedness
differently, thereby affecting the evolution of the clusters; 2) crises are different by nature, requiring specific
recognition of both their shocks aspects (e.g., positions in the dual-embedded structures) and magnitudes;
and 3) cluster resilience stems from diverse sources in different industrial and institutional backgrounds,

resulting in diverse cluster resilience mechanisms.
2 Regional economic resilience and cluster resilience: A brief

overview

In economic geography, research on economic resilience at the subnational level is predominantly
categorized under the term 'regional economic resilience' (RER). We contend that RER and cluster resilience
exhibit both similarities and differences, and insights from RER research can be instrumental in identifying
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key factors essential for cluster resilience. Consequently, this section will offer a concise review of the
existing literature on both RER and cluster resilience, setting the stage for an analytical framework to explore
cluster resilience in greater depth.

In the last decade, different aspects of RER have been thoroughly debated. First of all, discussions on RER
are marked by a diversity in the subjects of analysis, reflecting a wide range of perspectives on what
constitutes the economic system and the appropriate level of analysis—be it local, regional, national, or
supranational. Additionally, there is debate over whether the focus should be on individual actors or sectors
such as firms, policy bodies, or other stakeholders (Bristow and Healy 2020; Evenhuis 2020; Martin and
Sunley 2020).

Another pivotal topic is the nature and types of crisis and shocks that regions face. As noted by Sutton et al.
(2023), shocks are not uniformly experienced across regional economies. Variations in impact are often a
result of the specific characteristics of the shock, alongside each region's unique resources and capabilities.
The nature of shocks encompasses their type, intensity, and duration (Gong et al. 2020). While the
conventional view associate’s shocks with negative outcomes for regional economies, there is a growing
acknowledgment that, under certain conditions, shocks can serve as catalysts for positive transformation
(Banica et al. 2020). This perspective is particularly relevant for regions that were on a sub-optimal growth
trajectory or stuck in obsolete production models prior to the shock.

Scholars are also debating about issues such as measurement of RER as well as the methodological
approaches necessary for its study. Common methodologies include case studies, indices, and statistical
models (Modica and Reggiani 2015). Sutton et al. (2023) highlight that the choice of methodology may vary
depending on the type of resilience being examined. Qualitative research, in particular, is deemed crucial for
exploring the intricate mechanisms that contribute to a region's robustness, mechanisms that are not easily
discerned through statistical analysis alone (Evenhuis 2020).

Another key topic that has been debated intensively by scholars is what makes certain regional economy
more resilient than others in face of crises. Central to current discussion is the debate over the relative
importance of structural versus agential forces and the diversified vs specialized industrial structure in
influencing RER (Tan et al. 2020; Hu et al. 2022; Li et al. 2022). Proponents of the structural perspective
argue that regions endowed with certain structural characteristics—such as diverse industrial bases (related
variety)—are inherently more resilient (Balland et al. 2015; Boschma 2015; Martin and Sunley 2020).
Conversely, scholars emphasizing the pivotal role of state agency within the broader geographical political
economy, argue that adaptability is significantly shaped by governmental actions, especially in structurally
weak regions (Pike et al. 2010; Bristow and Healy 2014; Tan et al. 2020). Further research delineates that
while structural factors such as industrial composition, openness, and institutional frameworks are critical in
the vulnerability and resistance stages, it is the agency-based factors like business confidence, policies, and
leadership that influence the recovery and reorientation stages (Martin and Sunley 2020; Tan et al. 2020; Hu
et al. 2022).

While the RER has been the main term used by scholars studying resilience at the regional level, the term
‘cluster resilience’ has resulted in little research. Clusters have been around in the economic geography
literature since the early 1990s (Martin and Sunley 2003; Menzel and Fornahl 2010; Chu and Hassink 2022)
yet the connection to resilience was not made until the work by Martin and Sunley (2011) and Suire and
Vicente (2014). According to Martin and Sunley (2011, p.1303), clusters can be regarded as complex adaptive
systems, consisting of different functions, firms and their products, technologies, routines etc., which all
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change over time. Martin and Sunley (2011, p.1306) focus “... on the notion of system ‘resilience’ to external
change and shocks, and how resilience itself changes as the system [cluster] evolves.” Resilience is thus
defined in terms of the adaptability of the system. They emphasize “there may be a trade-off or conflict
between connectedness and resilience: the more internally connected is a system the more structurally and
functionally rigid and less adaptive it is” (Martin and Sunley 2011, p.1306). Suire and Vicente (2014)
emphasize properties of knowledge networks, as well as more general technology and industry dynamics and
cluster dynamics as critical parameters of cluster resilience (see also Crespo et al., 2014). Similar to Martin
and Sunley (2011), they also emphasize what they call the ‘paradox of embeddedness’ (Suire and Vicente
2014, p.145): clusters “... as a locus of production of composite technologies require a high level of ...
connectedness in knowledge networks, while resilience and ‘negative lock-in’ avoidance require a high level
of openness and modularity in the structural organization of networks”. They are wary of state policies
supporting networks of clusters, as “... it can be under-efficient when the funding and the incentives for
collaborations strengthen the existing cohesive structure and its level of assortativity, leading to a negative
lock-in”" (Suire and Vicente 2014, p.160).

Another line of research examines the relationship between diversified industrial background and the
resilience to crises (Amdam et al. 2020; Delgado and Porter 2021). However, these discussions mainly
emphasize the impact of industry structure on regional or business resilience, rather than on cluster resilience.
Martin and Sunley (2015, p.3) in their seminal paper on RER acknowledge the difference between different
types of economic space, including “a city, a local business cluster or a larger regional economy” even though
still stick to the term RER. In fact, if a region's industry structure is highly specialized and monolithic, the
specific cluster within it is likely to receive substantial local support during crises, with most regional efforts
and agencies focusing on protecting this dominant cluster. Conversely, if a region's industry structure is
diverse, like in a metropolitan area, a cluster from a specific industry might just be one among several in the
region's industrial fabric, and thus receives less governmental attention. However, this diverse regional
industrial structure can also provide the specific cluster with alternative sources of resilience that are
distinctly different from those in regions with a monolithic industrial structure. Therefore, we contend that it
is important to analytically distinguish between cluster and regional economic resilience. However, before
we delve into an analytical framework on cluster resilience, we will first show two key gaps in the RER and

cluster resilience research that are relevant to our framework in the next section.

3 Two gaps in RER and the cluster resilience

Despite significant advancements in the field of RER research over the past two decades, scholars have
identified several shortcomings that merit further exploration (for a broader critique, see Lemke et al. 2023).
Here we engage with another two key gaps that we believe is crucial to get a clear head around both RER

and cluster resilience research.

First, amidst the evolving landscape of global challenges, a significant oversight in existing research lies in
its predominant focus on the impacts of isolated events or singular crises (for exceptions, see Amdam et al.,
2020; Li et al., 2022; Tan et al., 2017) (left side of Figure 1). This approach neglects the complexity of the
contemporary "age of polycrisis" (Tooze 2022), where crises with diverse origins can converge within the
same spatial and temporal frame, significantly influencing the structure and function of regional economies
(Lawrence et al. 2022). The reality that Polycrisis can occur at the same time or in a sequential order (e.g.,
Ukraine war, Gaze War, Covid-19 pandemic), makes it difficult to single out the impact of individual
independent crisis. Moreover, natures of such multiple shocks are also often different and their impacts are
4
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place and path-dependent. As a result, in order to understand and capture the influence and determinants of
regional economies to Polycrisis, it is important that a systemic approach (Sutton and Arku 2022) is taken,
ensuring that shocks and crises are seen interconnectedly (right side of Figure 1), and their overall influences
are measured systematically instead of isolatedly.

R1 R1 R2 R3 R4 R5
> ; >
Independent crisis Coexisted multi-crisis

Figure 1. Independent crisis vs coexisted multi-crisis

Secondly, while existing research recognizes that regions with both robust economies and structural
vulnerabilities can demonstrate significant resilience in the aftermath of economic shocks, and extensively
acknowledges the pivotal role of both structural and agential factors in shaping RER (Bristow and Healy
2014; Tan et al. 2020; Hu et al. 2022; Li et al. 2022), it falls short in clarifying the interplay between these
factors and the conditions under which one set of factors may take precedence over the other. This lack of
clarity complicates the formulation of policy recommendations, leading to a generalized approach that
considers both structural and agency-driven factors as equally critical without providing specific strategies
for effective crisis management in different regional settings. For instance, an economically prosperous
cluster characterized by dense intra- and interregional networks and strong endogenous capabilities might
require distinct strategies to bolster economic resilience compared to a cluster with limited connectivity,
simple industrial structures and weak endogenous capabilities. Here, the abovementioned concept of the
'paradox of embeddedness' (Uzzi 1997; Suire and Vicente 2014) is highly pertinent in understanding the
nuanced impact of regional economic structures during both stable periods and times of crisis. On the positive
side, deep-seated social capital and resources constitute vital components of resilience sources. Also,
attributes such as specialized skill sets and a vibrant entrepreneurial climate, bolstered by dense formal and
informal networks and robust knowledge exchange, can foster the development of new industries during
crises (Boschma 2015). Conversely, excessive embeddedness may also exert adverse effects on the resilience
performance of businesses and localities (Parr et al. 2002; Kitsos et al. 2023). Tightly interwoven sectoral
and spatial connections can also act as conduits for the rapid spread of economic downturns across sectors
and regions (Kitsos et al. 2023). Additionally, the interdependency inherent in closely knit local industrial
ecosystems means that disruptions at critical junctures can significantly delay the recovery process, as
reestablishing the seamless flow of knowledge and materials throughout the network demands considerable
time and effort. This highlights the necessity for a more nuanced understanding of how regional
characteristics influence the significance of various resilience mechanisms, underscoring the need for tailored

approaches that consider the unique attributes of each region or cluster.

4 Cluster resilience: an analytical framework

To address the aforementioned research gaps relate to cluster resilience, in this section, we propose an
analytical framework. Cluster, as we know it, is not only a spatial concept, but also part of wider production
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and consumption chains and networks. Here we draw upon the literature on “embeddedness” in sociology
and geography, attempting to refine analytical clarity for cluster resilience.

The embeddedness approach in sociology posits that economic behavior cannot be solely explained by
individual motivations and cognition, as it is influenced by the network of relationships among individuals
and organizations (Granovetter 1985; Uzzi 1997). It is suggested that embeddedness represents a framework
for exchange that fosters efficiencies in time, integrative agreements, and Pareto improvements in allocative
efficiency, leading to complex adaptation. In geography, Henderson et al. (2002) and Hess (2004) delineated
the embeddedness inherent in the global economic activities into two distinct components: territorial and
network embeddedness. The former encompasses the specific economic activities, social dynamics, and local
governmental policies associated with the geographic location where firms or networks are situated.
Conversely, the latter pertains to the structural characteristics of the industrial network itself, including the
degree of connectivity within the production and consumption networks, the stability of relationships among
its agents, and the significance of the network for its participants. Of course, both forms are essentially the
result of social and spatial 'embedding' processes (Kitsos et al. 2023). Building upon these foundational
concepts, Kitsos et al (2023) applied them to analyze RER; in this paper, we adapt these concepts within the
theoretical framework of cluster resilience (see Figure 2). We explain this framework in detail below.
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Figure 2. Theoretical framework on cluster resilience
Dual cluster embeddedness and it’s paradox

In recent studies, the importance of considering regional economic activities as dually embedded in a
territorial and an industrial context has been increasingly acknowledged (Gong et al. 2022, 2024; Chlebna et
al. 2023). We argue that this applies especially to the discussion of industry clusters. Clusters, as intricate
production agglomerates, demand a heightened emphasis on "territorial embeddedness," deeply rooted in
local anchoring. On the other hand, as constituents of production and consumption network structures,
industry clusters also maintain intricate connections with input markets and output markets, necessitating a
certain degree of "network embeddedness." From a positive perspective, the local embeddedness of economic
entities such as multinational corporations can enhance cluster resilience in the face of crises (Wei 2015).
However, “strong embeddedness can also lead to lock-in effects ...... with terms such as cognitive myopia
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being coined in the literature” (Kitsos et al. 2023, p.3). At present, some quantitative analyses have
demonstrated the inverted U-shaped relationship between embeddedness and resilience (Kitsos et al. 2019).

Network embeddedness: In-put and out-put markets

Cluster resilience is frequently influenced by the in-put and out-put markets of their industry chains, known
as "forward (sales) and backward (supplies) embeddedness" (Kitsos et al. 2023, p.4). Within this context,
this paper introduces the concepts of "raw material markets" and "end markets" that are being connected
through industry clusters. The former primarily refers to varying sources of raw materials needed for
production, which normally originate from different regions. The latter is further delineated into different
consumer market regions, tiers, segments, and channels. It is worth noting that due to the distinct
geographical locations and developmental histories of each cluster, even within the same sector, the raw
material markets and the targeted end markets for production of different clusters can differ. Thus, the same
crises may have varying impacts, even among clusters within the same sector. Another element relates to
network embeddedness of a cluster is the industry-level competitors both at home and abroad. While we
acknowledge the significance of competitors' roles in a cluster’s network embeddedness, in our empirical
analysis, we decide to limit our focus on the competitors within the same country (Figure 2). This decision
stems from the vast differences observed between competitors within industry clusters across different
countries, making direct comparisons challenging from both territorial and network perspectives. Moreover,
the empirical study conducted in this paper focuses on two clusters in China, emphasizing the importance of

their territorial influence within this context.
Territorial embeddedness: industrial and institutional conditions

Cluster resilience is also associated with the territorial environment to which they belong. This paper
emphasizes a cluster’s embeddedness in a multiscalar context, highlighting especially the regional and the
national scales. Here the impact of regional industrial and institutional structures on cluster resilience requires
special attention. History and geographical location of different places also influence cluster resilience when
hit by crises. The presence of domestic competitors also falls within such territorial embeddedness. From the
cluster perspective, this paper aims to provide more nuanced results based on two case studies. Differences
in industrial and institutional structures within and beyond the cluster's environment result in varying shocks
in different regions during crises. We expect clusters to adopt different response measures based on their
distinct network and territorial embeddedness, leading to disparate short-term and long-term outcomes.

5 Responses to Polycrisis in Different Contexts: Evidence from the

Two Case Studies

We have chosen the furniture industry in China as our research sector, which has gained significant attention
not only from scholars of Global and Regional Production Networks (GPN & RPN) but also from cluster
researchers (Gregson et al. 2012; Yang and Fu 2017; Yang et al. 2017; Dyba et al. 2020). Additionally, this

industry has undergone diverse reforms and changes in recent years, experiencing Polycrisis, making it

suitable for addressing the research questions of this study.
5.1 Background and research design

This paper selects two major Chinese furniture clusters: the largest one in Shunde, and the rapidly developing
one in Nankang. Shunde is known for its "big home" sectors, covering various home-related industries,
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representing a diversified industrial structure. In contrast, Nankang focuses primarily on furniture
manufacturing, illustrating a specialized economic structure (see Figure 3).

Foshan City

Nankang
District

o f-l.j 1
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Guangdong,” 7
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Figure 3. Geographical location of Shunde and Nankang

Shunde, situated in the southeast of Foshan City, Guangdong Province, lies in close proximity to Guangzhou
and falls within the prosperous Pearl River Delta region. As one of the early adopters of China's reform and
opening-up policy, this area has reaped significant benefits from the support and investment of Hong Kong
and Macao capital. This influx of resources has fostered a strong industrial base, characterized by a diverse
mix of well-developed manufacturing industries, a thriving service sector, and robust commercial trade.
Undergoing half a century of development, Shunde has established two furniture concentrations: the
Longjiang Furniture Manufacturing Base and the Lecong Furniture Professional Market. As the core of the
Shunde cluster furniture industry, Longjiang base produces high-quality furniture in a wide variety, primarily
targeting the mid-tier and high-tier markets. It offers not only solid wood and panel furniture but also a variety
of upholstered and metal furniture developed over the years, catering to various market segments including
household, office, hotel, and school usage scenarios. The Lecong base has meanwhile developed into the
largest furniture distribution center in China, and currently possesses 180 modern furniture malls. Despite
having a strength in manufacturing, governments at the provincial, municipal, and district levels have rarely
prioritized or supported the furniture industry during crisis time.

Nankang, our second case, is situated in the southern part of Ganzhou City, Jiangxi Province in Central China,
conventionally categorized as an economically underdeveloped area. Jiangxi has historically been one of the
significant birthplaces of the Communist Party of China (CCP). Given its significant role in the early history
of the CCP, Jiangxi Province receives more direct policy support from the central government. The local
economy is predominantly agricultural, with relatively primitive industrial development, primarily focusing
on light industry and agricultural byproduct processing. Since the 1990s, the development of the furniture
industry in Nankang began against the backdrop of the diffusion and spatial shifts of the coastal (e.g., Shunde)
furniture industry (Yan, 2017). The Nankang furniture cluster, with its specific industrial structure and
institutional background, received substantial support from various levels of governance (national, provincial,
municipal, and district levels). Furniture manufacturing, as the pillar industry in Nankang, has undergone
nearly 30 years of development to establish a complete industrial chain and reach a substantial scale of
economy. Nankang's furniture product portfolio encompasses primarily middle- and low-tier wooden and
8
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panel furniture. However, in recent years, there has been a significant emphasis on the development of more
advanced soft furniture to meet domestic and international market demands.

Table 1 provides a basic statistical comparison between Nankang and Shunde districts. Due to the different
statistical methods employed by the two districts, a direct one-to-one comparison of the two clusters is not
feasible. Yet, some clear characteristics can still be identified. On the one hand, differences in the
development background of the two cases are clearly visible; on the other hand, we can distinctly see that the
industrial structure in Shunde is featured by high diversification whereas this is more specialized in Nankang.

Table 1. Basic comparison on Shunde and Nankang

Shunde District (end of 2022) Nankang District (end of 2022)
Administrative Level District under the jurisdiction of a city District under the jurisdiction of a city
Population (in million) Total resident popqlation: 3.21 Totql resident popglation: 0.83
Registered population: 1.62 Registered population: 0.78
GDP (in million yuan) 416639 44390
per capita GDP (inyuan) | 128517 53547
Ratio of the tertiary Primary Industry: 7,126.88 (1.71%) Primary Industry: 2,816.62 (6.35%)
industry (in million Secondary Industry: 247,862.57 (59.49%) | Secondary Industry: 19,317.09 (43.52%)
yuan) Tertiary Industry: 161,649.42 (38.80%) Tertiary Industry: 22,256.47 (50.14%)

Electrical machinery and eguipment
manufacturing industry: 565,342

Metal products industry: 69,528 Furniture manufacturing industry: 25,409
Rubber and plastic products industry:
46,731

General  equipment  manufacturing
industry: 42884 |77

Mineral products industry: 27,300

Leading industries and Electronics industry: 4,505
their output value (in

million yuan)

Furniture manufacturing industry:

27300 |

Enterprises above In total: 3082 In total: 600

designated size In furniture manufacturing industry: | In furniture manufacturing industry: 527

(number of enterprises) | 299(9.70%) (87.83%)

The _beglnnlng of 1970s 1990s

furniture development:
Region: Europe and America markets Region: Southeast Asian markets

. Tier: middle and higer-tier market Tier: middle and lower-tier market

Furniture target market . . : ) :
Segments: diversified Segments: primarily wooden furniture
Channel: offline and online Channel: offline and online

5.2 Data and methods

To obtain comprehensive information on the Polycrisis and their impacts on the clusters, the first author
conducted extensive in-depth interviews from August to December 2022 and January to February 2024 (Table
2). The Shunde case involved a total of 29 formal interviews, while the Nankang case involved a total of 36
formal interviews, each lasting nearly two hours or more. These interviews encompassed various stakeholders,
including government officials (denoted as G1, G2, etc.), company CEOs or COOs (C1, C2, etc.), employees
(E1, E2, etc.), associations (Al, A2, etc.), platforms (P1, P2, etc.), and the university (U1, U2, etc.). In
addition to interviews, data collection also included furniture industry development reports, development
yearbooks for the two regions over the years, as well as extensive information on regional development

backgrounds and furniture industry development gathered from websites and other sources.
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Table 2. Interviews, data collection in Shunde and Nankang

Two Cases Shunde (29) Nankang (36)
Government
(611) 3 8
Companies (CEOs or 15 18
COOs) (2 media, 11 furiture) (1 logistics, 1 r.aw njuaterial. 10

Formal (c33) furniture)

interviews Employees 6 4
(65) (E10) (4 Iive-streamirjg hosts, 1HR,1 | (2 live-streaming hosts, 1 HR, 1

designer) manager)
Associations (A5) 2 3
Platforms (P3) 2 1
University (U3) 1 2

5.3 Research results

Based on the theoretical framework of cluster resilience and our research findings, we have depicted Figure
4 as the results of our study. From the figure, it is clear that different crises have divergent impacts on the
two clusters’ embed structures—both territorial and network. In section 5.1, we will elaborate on the multiple
crises facing the Chinese furniture industry after 2010 and the impact caused by such crises in terms of the
territorial and network structures that two clusters are embedded in. Moving to section 5.2, we will delineate
the disparities in the magnitude of shocks experienced by the two clusters based on their respective

backgrounds, along with the distinct approaches and agencies mobilized in response.
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Figure 4. Polycrisis and their effects on two clusters’ embedded structures
5.3.1 Polyecrisis, different impacts in the embedded structures

Through multiple inquiries and confirmations from various interview partners, we learned that since 2008,
the furniture industry in China has faced six main crises as introduced below, each affecting different aspects
of the industry with intertwined effects. Utilizing the concepts of territorial and network embeddedness
introduced in section 4, we now analyze the positions in which shocks were caused by these crises (see Figure
4).

Crisis A--Platformization: The rapid advancement of technology, automation, and digitization has reshaped
production processes, distribution channels, and consumer preferences. From 2010 to 2014, China's e-
commerce platforms experienced rapid growth, leading to the closure of some offline stores and malls unable
to adapt to digital marketing. Consequently, manufacturers supplying these offline stores were also affected.
Additionally, platformization includes the impact of cross-border e-commerce platforms in recent years (after
2019), which has mainly empowered rather than disrupted the out-put markets (especially markets abroad).
Overall, for the furniture industry, crisis A primarily impacted the internal production and sales organizations
within the two clusters, as well as their output markets.

Crisis B--Environmental regulations: Stringent environmental regulations have pressured traditional high-
pollution production processes and technologies, impacting production methods, material procurement, and
industrial waste management. Since 2010, various levels of government have issued environmental

regulations, resulting in the direct closure of many furniture manufacturers within clusters. Crisis B thus
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primarily affected the internal production organizations within clusters.

Crisis C—US-China Trade war: Trade wars have erected trade barriers, exacerbated geopolitical tensions,
and disrupted the supply of raw materials, components, and intermediate products. Since 2018, the US has
imposed tariffs on Chinese imports, escalating trade disputes. For furniture industry clusters, the trade war
primarily impacted their output market connections through increased tariffs.

Crisis D--Covid-19: The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted production, supply chains, and consumer behavior
globally, affecting all parts of the furniture production and consumption networks, influencing both the

territorial and network embeddedness of the two clusters.

Crisis E--Real estate industry crisis: Although exemplified by Evergrande Group's default in 2021, the real
estate market decline had started much earlier. Since around 2016, in order to curb the rapid rise in housing
prices and speculative activities, the Chinese government has implemented a series of stringent regulatory
policies, such as purchase restrictions, credit limits, and sales restrictions. As an upstream industry related to
furniture, the real estate crisis directly impacts the demand for furniture (i.e. in the output market), especially

in the domestic market.

Crisis F—Economic downturn: In the years following 2010, China's GDP growth has been consistently below
10%. Worse still, China's slowing GDP growth and economic recession due to the cumulated effects of
several of the aforementioned crises such as structural shifts in the economy (e.g., the decline of the real
estate sector), trade tensions and tariffs, Covid-19 and demographic change, have been particularly noticeable
in recent years, leading to a stronger decline in consumer demand, lower investment, and a shrinking export
market. In China's furniture industry, crisis F significantly impacted the domestic output market.

5.3.2 Same shocks, different magnitudes and different responses

While the abovementioned crises have been commonly identified as the key critical events influencing the
Chinese furniture industry by our interviewees, when it comes to the two specific clusters, the magnitude of
their impacts tended to differ substantially, due to the different territorial and input-output network contexts
they are embedded in. We categorize the impact of these crises as big, medium, small, and no impact in the
two case study contexts (see Figure 4). The following sub-sections will specify the concrete impacts of each
crisis and mitigation measures taken by the two clusters by looking through the dual embeddedness

perspective introduced earlier.
Territorial embeddedness

On the territorial context level, Shunde is situated in the Pearl River Delta, one of China's most dynamic and
promising economic regions, boasting stronger market power and a more diversified industrial structure. It
has a rich array of regional assets that can be mobilized, enhancing its innovation and entreprencurial
capabilities and, consequently, strengthening its ability to adapt to transformation. Therefore, when facing
the crisis A (platformization), Shunde could swiftly attract talent with e-commerce operation and
management experience from neighboring cities like Guangzhou, thus mitigating its effects. "A¢ that time,
we spent a lot of money to poach a brand director from Guangzhou and then established the brand department.
We gradually built and strengthened our team from graphic design to e-commerce operation and now

established three new media groups for Douyin, Xiaohongshu, and WeChat video " (C6).

Furthermore, due to the diversification of its industries, Shunde's economy does not solely rely on the

furniture industry. Compared to other greener and higher value-added industries, the furniture industry has

received little center and local government policy support. On the contrary, due to the increasingly stringent
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environmental regulations issued by the Guangdong Province in recent years, the furniture industry's
production and manufacturing processes have been more discouraged than supported by the local
governments. The following quote illustrates the significant impact of crisis B (environmental regulations)
on Shunde’s furniture cluster. "In recent years, the government's strict requirements on safety, environmental
protection, and fire protection for traditional manufacturing enterprises have posed severe challenges and
unprecedented impacts on the survival and development of local furniture enterprises in Lecong” (2019
Lecong Furniture Economic Development Report). While this crisis presented a threat to the Shunde furniture
cluster, it also forced firms in the cluster to upgrade their production techniques, adopt stringent
environmental standards, and relocate production facilities elsewhere, leading to an overall environmental
upgrading in Shunde.

The last crisis impacting the Shunde’s furniture cluster from a territorial perspective is crisis D (Covid-19).
Although the overall economic impact of the pandemic has been enormous, internally within our two case
study locations, the impact has been perceived as relatively minor, as neither of these places has experienced
comprehensive lockdowns. However, relatively speaking, the impact of Covid-19 on Shunde was greater
because there are international furniture malls within the cluster. "As you saw this morning, the malls are
almost empty. If you had come before the pandemic, it would have been bustling” (A1). Local enterprises also
tried to mitigate the impact of this crisis through online procurement methods, such as establishing WeChat
groups and utilizing enterprise WeChat live streaming functions to introduce products. "Before the pandemic,
agents came over to place orders themselves. But now they can't come, so you have to find ways to retain
them or contact them" (C8).

In stark contrast to Shunde, the economic development in Nankang is relatively lagging, with much lower
per capita income (Table 1 shows less than half of Shunde's). Additionally, its industrial structure is relatively
simple, with the furniture industry being the absolutely dominant industry in Nankang's economy. Lastly,
Nankang is mountainous, with little to no locational advantage, making it difficult to develop other industries.
However, due to governments’ support for lagging behind regions, as well as its past as a revolutionary base
for the Communist Party of China, both the central and local governments have attached great importance to
the development of the furniture industry in Nankang.

In 2005, the Nankang municipal government established a specialized department dedicated to the furniture
industry, marking the first of its kind in China. In 2012, the State Council issued Several Opinions on
Supporting the Revitalization and Development of Original Central Soviet Areas such as Southern Jiangxi,
which mentioned "accelerating the construction of Ganzhou Port". Subsequently, this port became the only
inland port in China for imported timber, providing a boost to the furniture industry in Nankang (as seen in
Figure 5, the proportion of Nankang's furniture total output value to the total social industrial output value
has rapidly increased since 2012).
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Figure 5. The proportion of furniture GDP to industrial total GDP

Nankang's locational disadvantage makes it difficult to find e-commerce and online marketing talent urgently
needed for online market development when facing crisis A (platformization), thus it suffered a greater impact
compared to Shunde. To address this, the Nankang government has implemented a series of measures and
policies, providing water, electricity, rent, training, and other support to train a large number of e-commerce
practitioners and support the development of e-commerce enterprises. In 2015, the Nankang government was
even awarded the title of "National E-Commerce Demonstration Base”, receiving significant funding and

policy support from the national level.

In comparison to Shunde, crises B (environmental regulation) and D (covid-19) had a smaller impact on the
territorial embeddedness of the Nankang furniture industry cluster. On the one hand, due to the local
government's strong desire to develop the furniture industry, the implementation of environmental regulations
in Nankang has been relatively lenient. “The implementation of environmental regulations is relatively lax,
some large factories may undergo some process upgrades to reduce environmental pollution, while smaller
factories tend to turn a blind eye” (C22). On the other hand, as it is primarily a furniture production base, the
sales area of its malls is much smaller than that of Foshan, thus the impact of COVID-19 was also smaller.

Finally, at the national level, territorial embeddedness also reflects the connections and interactions between
the two clusters as "industrial-level competitors" as specified in our analytical framework (Figure 2). On the
one hand, they compete for the same domestic market and national policy support. On the other hand, when
facing certain shocks, the impact on one cluster may actually empower the development of another as
illustrated in the following quote from Nankang “The pandemic basically had no effect on us; rather, it was
more of an opportunity. Because at that time, the lockdowns in Shunde were stricter, many suppliers turned

to Nankang to find their supplies under that circumstance” (A5).

Network embeddedness

After analyzing how the polycrisis influenced the two clusters from a territorial embeddedness perspective,
this subsection introduced the influence of crises on the two clusters’ embeddedness in the furniture industrial

networks of production and consumption.

Due to the diverse product portfolio presented in Sunde, both input and output markets for the Shunde
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furniture industry are relatively diverse. This means that when facing the impact of crises C (Trade war) and
D (Covid-19), both forward and backward linkages were more negatively affected (the thicker the linkage,
the greater the impact of disruption Kitsos et al., 2023). Particularly notable was the impact of the trade war
on forward linkages relating to the sales market of Shunde furniture. Although local enterprises have tried to
mitigate this impact through various means, the cost remained high. "The demand in the US market still exists,
but because the tariffs are too high, we may not directly ship goods from Chinese customs to the US, but
instead send them to neighboring countries such as Thailand, and Vietnam first, and then to the US" (C12).
Regarding input markets, Shunde's raw material demand includes diverse but non-scarce materials such as
wood, fabrics, leather, aluminum, and rattan. Therefore, when one input market was affected by the pandemic,
there were still other supply sources providing raw materials to sustain furniture production, mitigating the

impact of the pandemic on Shunde’s furniture cluster.

For the impact on the output market, while crisis A (platformization) has been argued to cause several
furniture clusters in China to suffer losses in offline channel, it is noteworthy that it has had no strong negative
impact on Shunde’s output market. Although the offline sales market in Shunde seemed to be slightly affected
by the platformization revolution in the early 2010s, actors in Shunde adapted swiftly to the new demand
arose from the online sales channels. This adaptation due to platformization has even allowed the cluster to
offset the impacts brought by other crises such as crisis D (Covid-19) and crisis F (economic downturn) from
long-term perspective. Platformization, in a way, has enriched consumer purchasing channels (by allowing
online shopping during the pandemic), broadened the end market reach of the cluster both in the domestic
and international markets, offering buffer zones and back-up markets when crises hit. This has been verified
by Yang et al. (2017), who argue that after the 2008 global crisis, as domestic e-commerce rapidly grew in
China from 2012 to 2015, some of China’s furniture export manufacturers shifted their focus from abroad to
the domestic online market, alleviating the shocks brought on by the decline in overseas markets. More
recently, since the onset of the pandemic in 2019 and the sluggish development of domestic market, some
manufacturers in Shunde have targeted overseas markets again through cross-border e-commerce platforms.
This partially explains the rapid rise in the proportion of Shunde's furniture GDP shown in Figure 5 since
2019.

When it comes to the other crises affecting end market in Shunde, the impact can generally be considered
medium, as crises D (Covid-19), E (Real estate industry crisis), and F (Economic recession) have all led to a
decrease in consumer purchasing power in the output markets. This is unfavourable for the sale of furniture
products from Shunde, as its targeted market segment is medium to high-end market. However, embedded in
a rich and diversified industrial base in Foshan, cross-industry collaborations within the region have
alleviated some of the crises affecting the Shunde cluster’s output market. Foshan has nurtured a range of
home industries, including furniture, electronics, ceramics, sanitary ware, building materials, hardware, and
textiles, forming one of the most comprehensive home furnishing supply chains in China. “In recent years,
Shunde has collaborated with other local industries such as kitchen and bathroom products and home
appliances to jointly create the regional brand of ‘If there is a home, there is Foshan-made.’ Associations
from various home furnishing sectors have jointly formed the ‘Foshan Furniture Industry Federation’ to
strengthen cross-industry cooperation and brand promotion”(A2). “The benefits of cross-industry
collaboration lie in avoiding competitive pressure among peers and preventing monopolization. Instead, it
fosters mutually beneficial market networks, enhancing brand value collectively” (C14). In addition to
marketing efforts, Shunde has devoted considerable efforts to product design and innovation to meet the
increasingly advanced demands of the output market. “Nowadays, some companies are innovating their

production lines through the use of 3D printing technology and automated production techniques. Some
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companies are also beginning to embed smart devices and functionalities into furniture products. Since
market downturn is inevitable, we [need to] embrace change and actively evolve” (G2). Due to the innovation
and proactive adapting strategies by enterprises and industry associations, and the support of abundant co-
located, related industrial assets, the negative impacts exerted by the aforementioned crises on the output
market have been greatly alleviated.

For Nankang, due to its relatively simple industrial network, the impact of crises on both forward and
backward linkages is smaller. However, because its product portfolio is simple, and focusing mainly on
wooden furniture, any impact on the wood supply market due to the pandemic (crisis D) would have a
disproportionately significant impact on Nankang's furniture cluster. Additionally, unlike Shunde, Nankang
views the consumer downgrading resulting from crises A (Platformization), D (Covid-19), E (Real estate
industry crisis), and F (Economic recession) as an opportunity for its cluster development because its product
positioning is in the mid-to-low end, aligning well with the demand in the online market for cheap, low-
quality products, featuring the overall consumption downgrading trend. "...the online market emphasizes
cost-effectiveness, and Nankang's products offer excellent value for money. Similarly, other crises have led
to consumption downgrading, and Nankang's products align well with the current consumer demand" (G4).
Despite this, some enterprises in Nankang also strive to develop new products and explore sales markets
under the guidance of the local government. For example, "We invite delegations from the Malaysian
Furniture Association to visit our local area to develop the Southeast Asian market. Last year, we also went
to Milan to introduce design talents to enhance our furniture R&D capabilities” (G7). However, due to the
relatively backward industrial environment in Nankang, apart from a few leading enterprises understanding
the importance of innovation, the vast majority of companies simply resort to copying other designs and
engaging in price wars through “race-to-the-bottom” competition to adapt to the downward trend in
consumption. While this approach may seem to enhance the cluster's post-crisis performance in the short
term, in the long run, it may lead to negative lock-ins. This also applies to the aforementioned lenient stance
of the Nankang government towards environmental regulations, which, in the long run, is also detrimental to
the cluster's sustained development.

6 Discussion and conclusion: structure and agency for resilience

This paper examines the resilience exhibited by two furniture industry clusters, namely Nankang and Shunde,
in the face of multiple crises with different impacts. Through comparing the case studies of the furniture
industry clusters in Foshan and Nankang, we constructed a cluster resilience framework based on the
consideration of a cluster’s territorial and network embeddedness. Through this framework, we discovered
that different crises can influence different parts of the territorial and network structures in which a cluster is
embedded, thereby affecting the development of the cluster. Moreover, we also found out that the
mechanisms which made clusters resilient are diverse, and our research demonstrates that different strategies
are needed to enhance resilience, tailored to the backgrounds of various industrial clusters. In the following,
we discuss how our paper contributes to addressing the gaps identified in section 3.

First of all, when it comes to the multiplicity of crisis, our empirical case study has demonstrated the value

of a systemic approach when exploring the influences of multiple crises in cluster resilience. As we have

shown earlier, while platformization had some negative influence on the offline sales market of the Chinese

furniture industry, it has also allowed clusters such as Shunde to offset some of the negative effects caused

by the disruptions caused by the more recent crises such as the Covid-19 and domestic economic downturn,

as it allows firms in a cluster to maneuver shifts between the online and the offline and the domestic and the
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foreign markets. The six identified crises, working independently and/or combined, have impacted the two
focus clusters differently, leading to varying magnitudes of shocks at different positions within their territorial
and network embeddedness. The fact that the same set of crises exerting divergent influence on two clusters
belonging to the same industry underscores the importance of considering the nature of the shocks or crises
alongside the dual embeddedness of a cluster within its territorial and industry networks. In addition, through
our examination of the influences of the different crises, we argue that in this polycrisis era, it is important
that crises are studies in a comprehensive way and their impacts being investigated systematically.

Secondly, our research also helps teasing out the conditions under which the structural or the agential factors
have stronger influence on resilience, contributing one step further to the identification of causal mechanisms
of cluster resilience. In Nankang, a cluster with a specialized sector structure, multi-level government support
has played a pivotal role in assisting the cluster in navigating the multiple crises. Conversely, in Shunde, the
furniture cluster is embedded in a more diverse regional industrial structure, where furniture is just one sector
of a broader home-related industry landscape, governmental attention towards the furniture sector tends to
be limited. However, despite the variance in governmental support, both clusters exhibit resilient capabilities
even though the underlying mechanisms are quite different. In Nankang, where intra- and extra-cluster
industrial networks are simple and the embedded regional economy is relatively backward, cluster resilience
primarily stems from direct government interventions, including financial assistance, policy incentives,
directionality guidance and infrastructural development tailored to the furniture industry. In contrast, in
Shunde, where industrial networks within and beyond the cluster are diverse and thick, and the embedded
regional economy is advanced, the cluster resilience largely emanates from non-governmental forces such as
market dynamics and industry cross fertilization. The diversified nature of the industry cluster enables it to
leverage synergies across multiple sectors, thereby cushioning the impact of crises on the furniture segment.

Finally, our paper underscores the importance of examining cluster resilience as a distinct phenomenon,
rather than subsuming it under the broader discourse of regional economic resilience. Crucial to this analysis
is the dual territorial and network embeddedness, where clusters are situated both territorially and within
industrial networks—be it consumption- or production-oriented. This dual perspective reveals the nuanced
complexities of territorial and industrial networks at the cluster level, which might be obscured by a broader
regional focus that encompasses a variety of industries and sectors. Our empirical findings illustrated how
shocks and crises differentially impact the various positions within these territorial and industrial networks,
where clusters are intricately embedded. By considering the intersection of territorial and industrial networks,
our approach offers policymakers more precise recommendations when it comes to intervention points when
a crisis hit. The focus on ‘industry-level competitors’ is also unique to the discussion on cluster resilience and
the understanding of how inter-cluster relationships influence cluster resilience. This clarity enhances
understanding of how factors both within and beyond the cluster influence cluster resilience outcomes.

It Is worth noting that although this paper proposes a relatively comprehensive framework for analyzing
cluster resilience, due to limited information and statistical data available at the cluster level, a comprehensive
statistical evaluation of the resilience of our two clusters was not possible. Yet, by triangulating different data
sources, it is safe to say that although the identified crises hit the two clusters differently, they both presented
strong resilience capabilities as we have shown in earlier sections. Our paper highlights the importance of
considering and analyzing multiple crises in a systematic way and we believe the exploration of the
interdependency and mutual influence of different crises could potentially be an exciting topic for future
research. Furthermore, the explanation of "industrial-level competitors" in our framework can also be further
explored. Future research could conduct more empirical validation regarding the impacts of competitor
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clusters both within the same country and abroad, especially in understanding the embeddedness of cluster
development in global industrial dynamics. Finally, our framework was based on insights from traditional
manufacturing clusters. However, with the development of digitalization, some clusters' development may
not be hindered by disruptions in the physical network, suggesting that rethinking clusters in the digital era
might also necessitate further contemplation of cluster resilience.
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Abstract

China's manufacturing sector is under a significant and multifaceted transformation due to the rise of
digital platforms and the related burgeoning e-commerce. The paper aims to explore and dissect how
digital platforms have impacted value chains and related clusters, by empirically studying three
distinct and representative furniture clusters within this context. It draws upon the concept of the Smile
Curve to provide insights into how platforms create and reconstruct value. It concludes that the
phenomena observed distinctly manifest in the form of a "wicked smile", reflecting the challenge for
emerging clusters to catch up in this rapidly evolving digital era.

Keywords: digital platforms, China, furniture industry, clusters, smile curve, wicked smile

1 Introduction

China has long been renowned as the "world's factory," serves as a prominent example within the
emerging economies, primarily functioning as a manufacturing hub. The country has witnessed
flourishing labor-intensive economic activities, such as garment, furniture, and electronics assembly
sectors, under the framework of foreign direct investment and an export-oriented economy (Kroeber,
2016; Naughton, 2018; Zhang, 2006). Playing a crucial role in the global value chain (GVC) and
related international division of labor, China is not only the world's largest exporter of manufactured
goods but also a significant producer of raw materials and intermediate goods. With the integration of
the global economy, China's manufacturing sector has become increasingly interconnected with the
industrial chains of other countries around the world. In recent years, beyond its reputation as a
manufacturing powerhouse, the rapid development of China’s platform economy, particularly in the
realm of e-commerce, has garnered significant attention. China hosts the largest e-commerce market
globally, featuring the most diverse array of e-commerce platforms (Hardaker & Zhang, 2023;
MarketingFuture.com, 2020; The Economist, 2021). The ecosystem of Chinese e-commerce and
service platforms is rich and varied, covering multiple domains from automobiles and real estate to
fresh produce, fashion, and maternal and infant products, with differentiation catering to various

market segments. For instance, platforms like Renren Car specialize in automobile sales, Lianjia in
1

140



real estate, VIP.com in fashion products, Mia.com in maternal and infant products, Meiri Youxian in
fresh produce, and NetEase Kaola in imported goods. Besides these product-specific platforms,
generalist platforms such as JD.com, Tmall, Taobao, and Pinduoduo cater to a spectrum from high-end
to low-end markets. These platforms have not only impacted the domestic market in China but also,
notably, players like Shein, Temu, and TikTok have exerted a significant influence beyond China,
even on a global scale. Through these platforms, Chinese manufacturing clusters have directly
accessed the global market to generate profits, with Shein alone accounting for nearly one-fifth of the
global fast-fashion market in 2022, surpassing giants such as Zara and H&M (Masters, 2023). The
platforms not only alter the shopping experience but also fundamentally reconstruct the entire value
chains of products. They not only create new value chains and networks, but also transform the
structure and organization of existing ones (Howson et al., 2022; Yang, 2022). This shift signifies a
profound change in how value is created, distributed, and captured in the digital age, reflecting the
increasing dominance of platform-based business models in reshaping economies, industries and
clusters in many parts of the world.

However, the geographies of these profound processes are complex and differentiated and are still
under-researched among economic geographers. Relatedly, the intersection of economic geography
and digital platform economy research can create very diverse and emerging research fields (Grabher
& van Tuijl, 2020; Kenney & Zysman, 2020). While some scholars critique the platform economy for
""causing significant local disruption” (Davies et al., 2023, p. 250), others view digital platforms as
enablers for the development of clusters or for fostering growth in otherwise lagging regions (Chu et
al., 2023, 2024). In this paper, we are particularly interested in two aspects. First, it is imperative to
analyze the transformation process of the platform on value creation and value extraction from the
perspectives of value chain (Gereffi, 2017, 2019; Gereffi et al., 2005; Howson et al., 2022), which allows
a deeper understanding on analyzing cross-regional power imbalances and the relationship between
digital platforms and local development. Secondly, against the dual backdrop of late-coming
manufacturing bases and platform empowerment, can platforms upgrade manufacturing clusters,
contribute to local economic development, and facilitate their catch-up? Therefore, this paper aims to
explore how digital platforms have impacted value chains and related clusters, with a particular
emphasis on how e-commerce platforms have influenced the value chains and clusters within China's
manufacturing sector, drawing upon the concept of the Stan’s value curve, or Smile Curve, to frame
this analysis (Shih, 1996).

The value smile curve was first introduced by Stan Shih, the founder of Acer, a Taiwanese computer
company, around 1992 (Shih, 1996). This curve is often used to illustrate the added value of different
segments within the production process of products or services (OECD, 2013). According to this concept,
there is a significant variation in the potential for value addition across the entire value chain, with the
manufacturing stage being the least likely to create value. Emerging economies that specialize in "factory"
work may generate relatively lower added value, whereas industrialized economies with advanced talents
and high-end technologies tend to produce greater added value. This suggests that industries and clusters in
emerging economies should focus more on research and development, innovation, or place greater
emphasis on marketing and customer proximity to achieve value chain upgrading, rather than solely
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concentrating on production efficiency. Our research will examine China's furniture industry and three of
its clusters, providing a comprehensive answer to how platforms create value and reconstruct different parts
of the Smile Curve, ultimately leading to a differently shaped smile, which we coin "wicked smile". By
exploring how platforms influence and restructure the Smile Curve, this paper aims to further discuss
whether the development of digital platforms could empower emerging clusters within China and facilitate

their catch-up.

The forthcoming section will delve into the concept of Smile Curve, and its application in stylized forms.
Subsequently, we will shortly introduce the background of empirical research and the research design.
Followed by the section 4 and 5, in which we explored the emergence of the "Wicked Smile" and the role
of digital platforms in facilitating the upgrade and catching-up of the clusters, respectively, through
aggregated and comparative studies of three furniture clusters in China. In conclusion, we will briefly

summarize the research findings and discussions.

2 The Smile Curve and its application in stylized forms

The Value Smile Curve has gained substantial recognition and application within both the academic and
industrial sectors (Meng et al., 2020; Shen et al., 2021). The crux of this concept is Shih's observation
regarding the personal computer industry, the initial and final stages of the value chain—specifically, the
design and marketing phases—contribute much more to the product's value than the manufacturing stage
positioned in the middle. When graphically represented, with the Y-axis denoting added value and the X-axis
indicating the production stages, the resultant curve mimics a "smile" (Figure 1).

Added- “

Value A

Intellectual Branding/
Properties Services
R&D Manufacturing Sales/Marketing

Figure 1: Stan Shih's Smiling Curve
Source: Shih, 2004, p. 92
Numerous empirical studies have validated this concept, affirming that the value chain curve indeed exhibits
a U-shaped characteristic (Crescenzi & Harman, 2022; OECD, 2013; Stéllinger, 2021). While Shih's Smile
Curve conceptual framework primarily addresses the concept of value added, it also underscores his interest
in the sustainable incomes (value capture) that strategic companies can secure at all stages of the GVC,
emphasizing profitability (Elms et al., 2013). This perspective highlights the strategic importance of
positioning within the value chain and the potential for companies to optimize their role and contribution to
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enhance value capture and ensure long-term profitability.
The Application of the Value Smile Curve and Its Stylized Versions
Initially, the GVC framework was employed to elucidate the firm activities on global-scale. However,
subsequent analyses have extended its application to explain how and why certain industrial districts and
clusters benefit from globalization while others do not (De Propris & Storai, 2019; Marchi et al., 2017).
Similarly, while initially used to analyze firm’s activities positioning within the value smile curve, the unit
of analysis has expanded to include sectors, clusters, regions, or even countries (Elms et al., 2013; Fulop,
2023; Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002; Krugman, 1995; Mudambi, 2008; UNCTAD, 2019). Figure 2 illustrates
the distribution of different locations along the Smile Curve and the potential for spillover or catch-up among
different places. This adaptation of the GVC and Smile Curve frameworks to broader units of analysis reflects
the complexities and intricacies of global economic integration. It underscores the necessity to consider a
wide range of actors, from individual firms to national economies, in understanding the multifaceted
evolution of the GVC. This conceptual expansion facilitates a deeper comprehension of the differential
impacts of digital platforms and the strategic maneuvers entities can employ to face the challenges and seize
the opportunities they present.

Value jpq
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* Tangibles
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Location 1 Location 2 Location 3 Location 4

VALUE CHAIN DISAGGREGATION

Figure 2: The smile—dynamic analysis
Source: Mudambi, 2008, p. 709
Beyond its application across various units and entities, many studies have discovered that the classical U-
shaped "Smile Curve" represents an idealized state and can undergo several alterations under different
circumstances. For instance, variations such as the "Inverted Smile Curve," "Grieving Curve," "Crying
Curve," "Inverted U Shape," or “Smirking Smile” have been identified (Baldwin & Ito, 2021; Buckley &
Verbeke, 2016; Giunta et al., 2012; Rehnberg & Ponte, 2018, 2018; Shen et al., 2021). A common observation
is that, compared to the 1970s, the Smile Curve has become "deeper" in the 215 Century (Figure 3). Due to
the intensification of production competition and related lower barriers to entry, bargaining power and profit
margins have diminished for manufacturers. Relatedly, the value added at the initial (R&D, design) and final
(marketing, after-sales services) stages of the production process has significantly increased, rendering these
stages more profitable compared to the actual manufacturing phase. This evolution underscores the escalating
significance of innovation, brand, and customer service in the global economy, highlighting a strategic shift
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towards areas that confer a competitive edge in an increasingly interconnected and competitive marketplace.

Value added
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5
- activities

Figure 3: The smiling curve: Value added along the GVC
Source: OECD, 2013, p. 214

Newer versions of the smile curve have transcended the firm-centric limitations, moving towards a sensitivity
to geographical variables and a focus on unveiling regional impacts. This broader perspective allows for a
more nuanced understanding of how value is created, distributed, and captured across the globe, highlighting
the importance of location, regional strengths, and policies in shaping the dynamics of global trade and value
chains (Di Maria et al., 2019).

Moreover and importantly, through intermediation and the application of data, digital platforms are
increasingly influencing the organization of economic activities (Kenney & Zysman, 2016, 2020). They
"platformize" many offline elements such as brands, place-making, and transaction venues, replicating
existing power structures and relationships, while also creating new relationships and institutions (Barns,
2019; Graham, 2020; Wichmann et al., 2022). Most of the current research on such platforms has
concentrated on transportation, digital labor, and accommodation, with a focus on the new digital value chains
introduced by platforms (Ferreri & Sanyal, 2018; Grabher & van Tuijl, 2020; Howson et al., 2022; Stabrowski,
2017). The impact and transformation of e-commerce platforms on traditional manufacturing value chains
have been significantly overlooked, with few exceptions noted (Foster & Graham, 2017; Yang, 2022).
Therefore, in the following sections, we will take China's furniture industry as an example to analyze the
impact of e-commerce platforms on three furniture industry clusters in China. This will allow for an
investigation into the effects of digital platforms on value distribution among the smile curve and value chain
and explore their capability to empower the upgrading and catching up of clusters and regions.

3 Empirical Background and Research Design

The establishment of Alibaba in 1999 marked the nascent stage of the e-commerce sector in China, which
was relatively late. The SARS epidemic in 2003 catalyzed rapid development in e-commerce as individuals

began to prefer online shopping to minimize going out. From 2011 to the present, the widespread adoption
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of smartphones and advancements in mobile internet technologies have made mobile payment methods such
as WeChat Pay and Alipay mainstream in China, further accelerating the growth of e-commerce. The
emergence of social commerce and live streaming platforms (half-e-commerce platforms) (Chu et al., 2023),
such as Pinduoduo, Douyin (TikTok), and Kuaishou, has diversified e-commerce models in recent years.
Concurrently, cross-border e-commerce has also seen rapid development, offering Chinese enterprises new
avenues to enter international markets.

As mentioned in the introduction, in the past, many of China's manufacturing industries operated under the
"three to come, one to complement”" model, with both ends of the value chain—research and development
(R&D) and sales/branding—Ilargely located outside China. However, as Chinese manufacturers transitioned
from Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM) roles to Original Design Manufacturer (ODM) and Own
Brand Manufacturer (OBM) roles, they have gradually ascended the value curve (Chen et al., 2016; Rein &
Roberts, 2016). In recent years, the rise of several national brands has squeezed some foreign brands out of
the market, while many low-end manufacturing industries have begun to spill over into Southeast Asian
countries (Rein, 2014). Through the lens of China's furniture industry and three of its clusters, the remaining
part of this section will analyze the potential for digital platforms to redefine value creation and distribution
as well as to reshape the smile curve. We will first provide a concise overview of the contextual background
of the empirical case studies, alongside our research method and data. Subsequently, we will undertake an
analysis of how e-commerce platforms reshape the manufacturing Smile Curve, by aggregating information
from three cases. Finally, through a comparative analysis of these three cases, we will explore the capability
of e-commerce platforms to empower emerging and mature clusters within China.

Three cases and the fieldwork

We chose the furniture manufacturing industry for the following two reasons: On the one hand, since around
2000, China's furniture industry and furniture export industry have grown rapidly (Drayse, 2008; Epede &
Wang, 2022). China currently holds the position as the world's largest producer and exporter of furniture, in
addition to having the largest furniture consumer market (Lin et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2017). However, from
the perspective of the global industrial chain, it lacks renowned global furniture brands, consistently
occupying the lower tiers of the GVCs (Lin et al., 2019). Secondly, since it is a highly globalized industry, it
has been well researched from a buyer-driven GVC perspective (Dyba et al., 2020; Epede & Wang, 2022;
Navas-Aleman, 2011). Our study is based on three furniture industry clusters in China Shunde, Nankang and
Suining?, in the era of platform economy and the background of China's developed e-commerce, all three
clusters are trying to develop and explore their own offline and online furniture industries (Furniture industry
and Furniture e-commerce industry). We selected these three cases due to the significant differences from
each other and each has distinctive characteristics. The furniture industry cluster in Shunde District began in
the 1980s and has become the most important source of Chinese furniture for both domestic and international
markets. In contrast, the furniture industry cluster in Suining County emerged much later, namely in 2006,
and is the most renowned furniture cluster empowered by the Taobao e-commerce platform (Chu et al., 2024;
Zeng et al., 2015). The Nankang cluster is the second largest furniture cluster besides Shunde in China, partly
as a result of the spillover and transfer of the Shunde furniture cluster, but it is already far ahead of Shunde
in terms of wooden furniture. To fully understand the GVCs of furniture, the backward and forward linkages
among the value chain and the various actors and activities in the furniture industry network, one of the
authors completed a four-month field-work from August to December 2022. The following Table 1 shows

' They are located in Shunde District, Foshan City, Guangdong Province; Nankang District, Ganzhou City, Jiangxi
Province; and Suining County, Xuzhou City, Jiangsu Province, respectively.
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the main interviewees during the four-month field-work.

Table 1: Data collection: fieldwork and in-depth interviews

Three Cases Shunde Nankang Suining
Government 1 4 6
Companies 13 12 8
(CEO or ) _ (1 logistics, 1 raw (1 logistics, 1 raw
(2 media, 11 furniture)
CO0) material, 10 furniture) material, 6 furniture)
Formal
intervi 5 4 3
m el;;lews Employees (4 live-streaming hosts, 1 (2 live-streaming hosts, 1 | (1 live-streaming host, 2
(69) HR) HR, 1 manager) worker)
Associations 2 3 1
Platforms 2 1 1
University 1 1 1
Imformal interviews 6 6 )
(14)
In total (83) 30 31 22

Source: authors’ compilation

4 From Smile Curve to Wicked Smile: Aggregating the three cases

In this section, we will illustrate the restructuring of the Smile Curve in the furniture industry through
aggregating information from the three case studies. As previously introduced, the initial research and
development (R&D) and the final sales and service stages tend to capture the highest added value, whereas
the added value of the production segment is comparatively lower. However, the emergence of digital
platforms has decreased the value of economic activities in the pre-production and production stages while
increasing the value of economic activities in the post-production phase. As the post-production phase is the
most directly affected by e-commerce platforms, the following will explore how digital technologies have
facilitated novel avenues for value creation and capture from the right (Marketing and services), middle
(Production) and the left (Design and R&D) part, thereby transforming traditional value chains and reshaping
the smile curve into a wicked smile (Figure 5).

4.1 Marketing and services: match makers and market makers

In traditional industries, value is generated through the resource logic of ‘making things’ (with assets)
(Grabher & van Tuijl, 2020, p. 1009). This is the same in traditional furniture production and value-added
process, in which raw materials such as wood, rattan, and other natural resources are processed or transformed
into semi-finished materials to be created into finished furniture products with higher value-added benefits.
Conversely, the value creation in platform economy is based on the network effects and ‘making matches’
(within a crowd) (Grabher & van Tuijl, 2020, p. 1009), which is more exemplified by e-commerce furniture
industry. Our research underscores that the furniture e-commerce not only enhances the efficiency of matches
as a sales booster but also changes in creating, connecting, and pre-ordering market demand across both
temporal and spatial dimensions.

Sales booster (Direct and broader reach; reduced costs; convenience; scalability)
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The e-commerce could be regarded as a more efficient model of selling furniture compared to traditional
offline approaches, which is attributed to several key advantages: First, digital platforms offer a direct and
broader reach. Their powerful "disintermediation” capability allow suppliers direct engagement with a wider
group of consumers (Wigand, 2020). Unlike traditional brick-and-mortar stores, online platforms are less
constrained by geographical limitations. Secondly, there is a reduction in sales costs. E-commerce platforms
can significantly lower the time and financial costs associated with setting up physical distribution channels
and brick-and-mortar stores, including expenses such as rent, utilities, decoration fee of furniture store and
in some instances, staffing costs. Thirdly, the characteristics of convenience, personalization, and seamless
transactions provide the convenience of shopping from anywhere at any time, utilize customer data to offer
personalized recommendations, and thereby devise more effective sales strategies. This increases shopping
frequency and conversion rates. Fourthly, scalability allows suppliers a significant increase in transactions
without a corresponding rise in costs, facilitating rapid business expansion.

Leveraging these advantages, e-commerce platforms have significantly enhanced transaction efficiency even
in industries involving large items and durable goods (furniture sector). Durable goods, compared to fast-
moving consumer goods, necessitate a higher demand for offline experiences due to their longevity. The
larger size implies they are less suitable for e-commerce logistics and are more prone to damage during
shipping:

“E-commerce platforms are like productivity boosters ...... It's like the difference between old-school
carpenters using hand tools and now using power drills when making the furniture. The tools have gotten an
upgrade. Beating the competition isn't always about being more skilled or better quality; sometimes, it's just
having better tools. At their core, they make the selling process more efficient... ...they allow manufacturers
to reach thousands or even more customers at once, rather than just one-on-one sales. Back in the day, if a
brand wanted to go big, they'd have to spend a ton of money and time setting up dealerships in every city and
province. Sometimes, even after a year or two, they might not succeed. But now, with online platforms, an

online brand can blow up overnight, selling what they used to in a whole year” (Nankang, Entrepreneur 1).

Creating/connecting markets (spatially) and pre-ordering markets (timely)

On the one hand, platforms serve as marketplaces, in which they act as sales boosters for furniture producers
through match-making. This efficient and convenient model is gradually encroaching upon offline markets,
leading to the closure of many furniture hall, center and exhibitions. On the other hand, beyond capturing
market share from traditional furniture market demand, platforms can also be market makers, creating,
connecting, and pre-ordering market demands beyond the original offline market. Although Drahokoupil and
Vandaele (2021, p. 1) assert that "Platform companies are market makers," the full potential of platforms to
create, connect, and pre-ordered demand has not been thoroughly explored and demonstrated (Frenken et al.,
2020). Our empirical information partially fills this gap.

First, offline brick-and-mortar stores often fail to reach some remote and underdeveloped areas where
residents have lower incomes, weaker purchasing power and lack the third industry. These "sinking markets
(Xiacheng Shichang, T3 1%)"2 have become accessible through e-commerce platforms when the
platform ecosystem, mainly internet access and the establishment of e-commerce logistics services, has
improved.

The popularity of Pinduoduo in China serves as a prime example. "Why did Pinduoduo become so popular?

? The concept of "sinking markets" refers to underserved or overlooked segments, typically in less developed or rural
areas with lower-income populations (such as the third, fourth and fifth tier cities in China) (Jiang, 2023). These
markets are characterized by their limited access to traditional retail and services.
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Through the internet, it reached sinking markets, people there even think knock-offs are great. Factory-made
furniture is way better than trying to nail together a few pieces of wood to make a bench or table on your
own,” remarked a leader of an e-commerce association in Suining. Platforms like Pinduoduo and its
international version, Temu, targeting lower-end consumer groups, are based on this logic to create or connect
market demands that did not exist in offline modes before. This approach has opened up new avenues for
economic activity in areas that were previously considered unviable for traditional retail, demonstrating the
transformative potential of digital platforms in bridging market gaps and fostering inclusivity in economic
participation. It is important to note that the spatial expansion facilitated by platforms is not limitless. Factors
such as digital territory, language barriers, and regulatory environments often impose constraints (Morris,
2023).

Secondly, e-commerce platforms employ strategies such as pre-sales, pre-orders, subscription services, and
loyalty programs to facilitate "pre-ordering future markets." These tactics encourage consumers to commit
to purchases well before the actual need arises. In recent years, some half- e-commerce platforms have
enhanced this approach through algorithms and personalized recommendations, engaging users for impulse
buying:

"Let me give you a real-life example from my family. My wife bought five boxes of laundry detergent from
TikTok live streams, and my mom got three boxes. Same brand, different prices, can you imagine how long
it’s going to take to use up all that detergent?"” (Suining, Government officer 1)

"Algorithms actually know what you need better than you do. If you've been watching videos about prenatal
care lately, soon you'll get ads for diapers and baby cribs. Fast forward a year or two, and you'll be seeing
push walkers. A few more years and they'll suggest what your kid might need for preschool. These platforms
basically predict and pre-book your future shopping list" (Shunde, Platform manager 1).

Despite the fact that, as a durable consumer product and a large item, there are fewer impulse purchases in
furniture sales, the e-commerce platforms not only secure immediate furniture sales and expanded the market
spatially but also significantly influence and predict future consumer behavior, thereby creating a more
predictable market and effectively pre-ordering it.

4.2 Production: race to the bottom

Similar to the impact of globalization on the value smile curve, e-commerce platforms open markets to a
wider array of competitors, intensifying competition and leading to a decline in furniture manufacturers'
profit margins.

"All products are displayed on the platform, eliminating all intermediaries. Consumers can compare furniture
from different sellers without leaving their homes, which definitely reduces the advantages that manufacturers
used to have. With completely transparent pricing, local offline retailers who charge more than online prices
will undoubtedly struggle to make sales. Some first-movers made a lot of money before the online market was
well developed, but it has become difficult to earn after the onset of price wars" (Nankang, E-commerce
association leader).

This observation reveals that platforms not only intensify competition in the labor market but also among
producers, fostering a "race to the bottom" (Edelman, 2015). Such competition heightens price sensitivity,
which is detrimental to the development of product quality (Butollo & Schneidemesser, 2021; Zeng et al.,

2019). This aspect will be discussed in greater detail in the following section.

4.3 Design and R&D: innovation OR violation

E-commerce platforms often emphasize price as the primary competitive factor, where lower-priced furniture
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tend to receive more sales and reviews, thus ranking higher in platform listings. This model does not
encourage innovation in furniture design and development. Secondly, even if some furniture producers focus
on R&D and design, their designs are easily copied due to the limited protection of intellectual property rights
on e-commerce platforms in China. In the furniture industry, an industry with low barriers to entry, patents
can be broadly categorized into design patents and technical or material invention patents. The former is more
intuitive and common, while the latter is rarer and less frequent. This leads to a prevalence of copying within
the furniture industry:

"Say you've got a new furniture design and you patent it. If [ wanted to design something, I might make it a
bit lighter, use a different material, maybe change up the legs a bit or turn sharp edges into angled ones. Or
if you angle something at 60°, I might just tweak that angle a bit, and I'd be good to go." (Nankang, Designer
1)

The majority of consumers purchasing furniture on platforms tend to prioritize cost-effectiveness over unique
appearances. Furthermore, even if some manufacturers genuinely design novel furniture, it can be copied by
countless other manufacturers in a very short time. Often, what is termed "innovation" is actually a form of
"violation."

In this context, it is not surprising that some furniture producers in China have transitioned from being
Original Design Manufacturers (ODM) to Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEM), effectively
representing a downgrade in the value chain (Yang & Fu, 2017). This change reflects the competitive
pressures and challenges of sustaining innovation and brand differentiation within e-commerce platforms,
where the emphasis on price and the ease of imitation discourage investment in design and innovation.

4.4 Platforms Rentier Capitalism

As stated by Watson and Leyshon (2022, p. 330), “in many markets, platforms seek entry to take advantage
of their ability to become key intermediaries in multi-sided markets, to become rentiers of the network”. By
altering the methods of data production, sharing, and utilization, digital platforms are instigating a new wave
of rentier capitalism. As the creator and regulator of new markets, the capacity of the platform does not reside
in the ownership of specific tangible assets but rather in the capability and responsibility to circumvent
ownership (Grabher & van Tuijl, 2020). They define digital platforms as “programmable digital
infrastructures controlled by platform operators who, as non-neutral intermediaries, curate the interactions of
interdependent complementors and users” (2020: 1008). Although our evidence comes from the furniture
industry, the reality is that in this transformation, platforms have not only become leading players in the
digital value network, but have also made significant profits across the various value chains:

“Platforms just fuel these “price wars” between furniture sellers. They don't care who wins, they just make
money by selling traffic and data. We're all just working for the platform” (Shunde, Entrepreneur 1).

“There are a million ways platforms play the traffic and algorithms game. It’s not just about getting more
views by putting in money. You also need to buy their data analysis tools and services, tracking metrics like
how many times people watch, click, conversion rates, and get an overview of customer profile” (Shunde,
Entrepreneur 2).

Leveraging their roles as market makers and match makers, platforms can create information asymmetries
with platform users (including manufacturers and sellers), establishing themselves as central gatekeepers.
They monopolize data, extracting transaction fees, service fees, etc., from the interactions of all participants.
According to the aggregated information gathered from three cases, we can map the different activities within
the furniture industry value chain and the main actors involved (see Figure 4). It becomes evident that while
platforms generate significant value, they also capture the majority of this value.
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Figure 4: Activities and actors in the furniture industry value chain
Source: authors’ compilation

Through the above analysis, we find that the traditional smile curve has changed. Although our analysis is
specific to the furniture industry, this conclusion could be extended to most industries in the buyer-driven
value chain. The transition from the traditional smile curve to the wicked smile encapsulates the profound
transformation in value creation and capture mechanisms within the global economy. This evolution signifies
a shift away from relying predominantly on physical asset utilization towards harnessing the power of
connectivity and data analytics. In the digital age, value is increasingly generated and captured through the
strategic use of digital platforms, which facilitate interactions, transactions, and the flow of information
across global networks. The wicked smile curve highlights the growing significance of activities such as
marketing and after-sales services, which leverage network effects and digital capabilities to create and
capture value in new and dynamic ways. Moreover, the "wicked smile" further indicates that although e-
commerce platforms create substantial value, they also capture the vast majority of this value (Parker et al.,
2016). Additionally, their encouragement of a race to the bottom and the exclusion of R&D activities reduce
the profitability of production, design, and R&D, making survival more challenging for these actors. These
dynamic underscores the platforms' role not just as facilitators of commerce but also as dominant participants
in the value chain, often at the expense of traditional manufacturers and innovators.
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Source: authors’ compilation
5 Uneven impact on upgrading and catching-up: Comparing the

three clusters

After exploring value chain transformation through aggregated information from the three clusters, we aim
to understand the potential of e-commerce platforms to differently empower emerging and mature clusters
by comparing the three cases. As indicated in Table 2, before the rise of e-commerce platforms, there was no
furniture industry in Suining, whereas Shunde was already a very mature furniture industry cluster. Shunde
was not only a hub for production and manufacturing but also the largest furniture trade cluster in China.
Nankang, on the other hand, was mainly responsible for manufacturing and lacked high-value-added
activities such as design and marketing. After the emergence of e-commerce platforms, the three clusters all
seemed to upgrade by "symbiotic recoupling” the service sector (e-commerce) and manufacturing, reflecting
the "servitizing/servitization" (De Propris & Storai, 2019). However, the reality is that platforms unevenly
empower different clusters.

Shunde maintained its complete upstream and downstream industry chain, getting more and more stronger
in the whole chain, while both Nankang and Suining began to engage in online post-production activities.
However, due to its incomplete supply chain system and lack of talent, Suining has not yet covered activities
in furniture design and R&D. Despite significant government support, the Nankang cluster has initiated some
pre-production activities, yet its innovation capacity and motivation remain relatively limited. This is
primarily because the furniture manufacturers lack substantial impetus for innovation, as reflected by the
aforementioned "wicked curve." The emergence of digital platforms has discouraged the investment in design

and innovation and diminished the value of pre-production activities.
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Table 2: Comparison of the three clusters

Pre-production: Post-production:
Main activities Production
R&D and design Marketing and services
of the cluster
Past E-commerce era Past E-commerce era Past E-commerce era
Shunde J V V y y J
Nankang x N N N « N
Suining x x x N % N

Source: authors’ compilation

The impact of platforms on three clusters can be divided into two stages (initial and mature), and in both
stages the three clusters react differently. In the initial stage, companies in the two mature clusters, Shunde
and Nankang, have been skeptical of the new market and business model, leading to insufficient competition,
which opened the windows of opportunity for emerging cluster, namely Suining, as it is free of legacy (Lee
& Malerba, 2017). At this time, Shunde and Nankang often found it difficult to enter platforms due to the
lock-in effect of their historical assets. This is manifested in two main aspects: Limitations of the traditional
furniture dealer system and the existing brand reputation. For the former, the disintermediation effect of
digital platforms and the race to the bottom prevent manufacturers from participating in the online market at
low prices, as this could disrupt their existing partnerships and collaborations (e.g., with furniture retailers,
wholesalers, distributors, and agents), infringing on the interests of their original B2B customers. For the
latter, in the initial stages, platforms lack a definite, reasonable rating and regulatory system, leading to poor
product quality on the platform. This causes mature clusters with brands to be reluctant to sell their products
on platforms, fearing it would tarnish their brand.

“When Taobao was just starting, furniture merchants in Shunde didn't really want to get into online sales.
They thought stuff sold online was low-quality and that selling there would make their furniture look cheap
and hurt the benefits of distributors/dealers. That's why the furniture cluster in Suining got a head start. But,
once the Shunde sellers realized how big the online market was becoming, they could put in even more
resources on marketing groups to dominate and occupy the online market, 'cause we had a stronger cluster
foundation” (Shunde, E-commerce association leader).

In the initial stage, the lock-in effect on mature clusters presents entry opportunities for emerging clusters
like Suining. However, as platforms mature and governance improves, more manufacturers join the platform,
and factories within mature clusters begin to recognize the vast potential of the online market and start to
participate. At this point, the intensity of online competition increases, and consumer demands for cost-
effectiveness rise, requiring online merchants and their clusters to have comprehensive supply chain and
marketing capabilities. At this mature stage, the role of the historical legacy within mature clusters shifts
from locking in to enabling, allowing these mature clusters to leverage their assets and regain their
competitive edge.

This dynamic illustrates the paradoxical, varied, and uneven impacts that e-commerce platforms have on
regional industry clusters. On the one hand, platforms have the potential to democratize access to markets
and enable regions with no industry history to enter new sectors in the initial stage, which facilitates
upgrading for clusters. On the other hand, based on the “wicked smile”, the completeness of the local supply
chain and the availability of skilled talent are critical factors determining competitiveness when getting into
the mature stage, which making it difficult for newly emerged clusters to catch up. Shunde's existing maturity
in both production and trade has allowed it to retain its competitive edge, whereas Nankang and Suining have
faced challenges in moving beyond manufacturing to incorporate design and innovation, as digital platforms
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only help them to connect to the market but cannot improve their capabilities and competitiveness directly.
These results reflect the geographical imbalance in the platform's ability to empower cluster upgrading. Even
though it is possible for all three platforms to "upgrade"” (i.e., incorporate more post-production activities),
as mentioned in the previous section, the majority of the profits from this process are captured by the

platforms. Therefore, in reality, platforms may not effectively facilitate the catch-up for emerging clusters.

6 Conclusions and Discussions

This paper proposes that digital platforms not only displace traditional market interactions but also innovate
by generating new forms of demand and market structures, potentially reshaping economic landscapes in
ways yet to be fully understood. To further understand the mechanisms in this process, we have explored
with a typical buyer-driven furniture industry to investigate the reconfiguration of furniture value chains
brought about by digital platforms, especially e-commerce platforms, and further investigate its differentiated
impact on clusters. We discovered that the value chain manifests in the form of a "wicked smile," indicating
that platforms capture the majority of the value in the digital platform era, often at the expense of the
devaluation of traditional manufacturers and the R&D sector. Comparative studies across clusters highlight
the challenges that emerging clusters face in catching up during this rapidly evolving digital era, although it
can be empowered for upgrading.

This research also contributes to a nuanced understanding of the evolving dynamics of GVCs and the role of
digital platforms in facilitating the transition of manufacturing sectors from mere production units to entities
with significant control over branding, marketing, and distribution. Global platforms originating from China
are pivotal in addressing domestic challenges of oversupply and inadequate demand in China. Nonetheless,
the potential of the platform economy to facilitate China's sustainable competition and catch-up, up at the
national and global levels, remains uncertain. Our case studies focus exclusively on the furniture industry
clusters within China, future research could transcend the cluster scale to examine the impacts of digital
platforms at national and global levels. Moreover, whether the "wicked smile" transformation phenomenon
is observable in other sectors across various other emerging economies warrants broader, more in-depth

inquiry.
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Abstract:

The ever-evolving digital platforms have revolutionized production, consumption, and lifestyles,

restructuring the organization of global and national economic activities and triggering a new round of
coupling strategies in regional clusters. To comprehensively understand the impact of platformization on

traditional manufacturing, this paper employs an umbrella-like so-called Chain and Network Approach (CNA)
to encompass various Chains and Networks (C&N) involved in industrial and cluster development, such as

Global Commodity Chains, Global Value Chains, and Global Production Networks. As past economic

geographers have largely overlooked the impact of digital platforms on C&N and the cluster, this article’s

primary aim is to investigate the influence of e-commerce platforms on manufacturing clusters and its various

C&N. To address this question, this paper introduces the concept of "market coupling", as a crucial extension

of strategic coupling, and explores its underlying mechanisms. The paper first classifies markets based on

different forms of e-commerce platforms. Secondly, utilizing the diamond model, different CNAs, and multi-

scalar perspectives, a theoretical framework for empirical analysis is derived. Thirdly, three furniture industry

clusters in Shunde, Nankang and Suining in China are thoroughly examined and compared based on extensive

qualitative research. The paper further outlines different forms of C&N under different market targeting, and

investigates barriers to market coupling. Lastly, it contrasts offline C&N structures before the rise of e-

commerce platforms with the new online C&N, exploring two forms of multi-scalar reorganization for market

coupling: "Creating new elements" and "Adaptive transformation".

Keywords: Global production networks; Chains and networks; Strategic coupling; Market coupling; E-
commerce

1 Introduction

Despite digital platforms reorganizing the geographical environment of capitalist accumulation at the macro,
meso, and micro levels, their importance is still insufficiently recognized and addressed by economic
geographers (Kenney et al. 2023). With the power of the Internet, digital platforms are both a new space for
certain new industries activities (e.g. digital content industry, mobile games, live streaming industry, online
retail, online hailing etc.), as well as an important infrastructure and actor bridging a variety of economic
activities in virtual and physical space. New concepts have emerged to explain and describe the impact of
digital platforms on existing regional economies and economic activities, such as "platform urbanism"
(Graham 2020), "platform economy" (Kenney and Zysman 2016, 2020), “platform capitalism”(Liang, Aroles,
and Brandl 2022), "platform ecology" (Ibert et al. 2022) and "digipreneurs" (Repenning and Oechslen 2023),
"platform-based place making" (Chu et al. 2023), "platform-empowered cluster development" (Chu, Hassink,
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and Liu 2024), etc. “If the industrial revolution was organized around the factory, today’s changes are
organized around these digital platforms, loosely defined...... in which the platform owners are seemingly
developing power that may be even more formidable than was that of the factory owners in the early industrial
revolution” (Kenney and Zysman 2016:62). Kenney and Zysman (2016) categorizes platforms into most
salient five types: Platforms for platforms, Platforms that make digital tools available online and support the
creation of other platforms and market places, Platforms mediating work, Retail platforms and Service-
providing platforms. As a major category among many platforms, digital e-commerce platforms exist as
intermediaries, two-sided markets, and data aggregators, having a significant impact on regional economic
development (Kenney et al. 2023). However, how digital platforms enter the local economy and how they
affect existing regional industries and clusters and related chains and networks (C&N) and collaborations
still lack sufficient in-depth studies and explanations. The primary aim of this article thus is to investigate the
influence of e-commerce platforms on manufacturing clusters and its various C&N.

Despite criticism regarding the emphasis on the importance of lead firm strategies, Global Production
Networks (GPNs) involve multiple actors and offer a comprehensive global perspective on regional
development through concepts like power, value, and embeddedness (Coe, Dicken, and Hess 2008b; Gong,
Hassink, and Wang 2022). As a result, they have become a crucial theory explaining the spatial organization
of production networks. Although the term and most of the empirical articles related to this theory show a
"productionist” bias, Coe and Yeung (2015:24) emphasize that “production is clearly not simply
manufacturing but instead encompasses a wide range of value activity, such as commodity inputs, research
and development, producer services, distribution, and so on”. In this context, the application of GPN has
expanded from the manufacturing sector (such as aircraft, wood products, etc.) (Bowen 2007; Gibson and
Warren 2016) to the service sector (such as freight forwarding, video games, fintech, etc.) (Bowen and
Leinbach 2006; Hendrikse, van Meeteren, and Bassens 2020; Johns 2006), as well as to agriculture, forestry,
animal husbandry, and fishery (such as fisheries and liquefied natural gas) (Bridge and Bradshaw 2017;
Havice and Campling 2017; Irarrdzaval and Bustos-Gallardo 2019). Its focus spanned the entire process from
natural resources transformation into commodities, from preproduction to retail, rather than just co-
production or trade networks (Irarrazaval and Bustos-Gallardo 2019). In the context of this broad
understanding, GPNs actors encompass not only firms (e.g., lead firms, strategic partners, specialized and
generic suppliers, customers, etc.) and non-firms or extra-firms (e.g., the state, international organizations,
labor groups, civil society, etc.) but also intermediaries (financial intermediaries, logistics providers,
intermediaries in standards, etc.) (Coe and Yeung 2015, 41-52). In networks, intermediaries often play the
roles of connectors, facilitators, and regulators (Coe 2021:47). However, GPNs do not pay enough attention
to the role of iterative power in market creation and development (Yeung and Coe 2015):"The market is not
an externally imposed structure in which producers and customers react and behave passively. Rather,
through their actor-specific practices, these economic agents create and shape market structures" (Yeung and
Coe 2015:37). Although the restructuring of retailing and transportation networks and the spatial and
geographical consequences that e-commerce may bring had been studied as early as the turn of the
millennium (Anderson, Chatterjee, and Lakshmanan 2003; Gereffi 2001; Moodley 2002), the transition from
the era of personal computers to the era of mobile terminals introducing various new e-commerce platforms
have been so far significantly overlooked by scholars in regional studies and economic geography. Their
impact extends beyond mere functions of connecting, facilitating, and regulating as intermediaries. They now
even trigger market differentiation and construct a whole new ecosystem for commodity flows and marketing
field.
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To address these gaps, this paper proposes the concept of "market coupling", as a crucial extension of strategic
coupling, based on the market differentiation brought about by e-commerce platforms and the reorganization
faced by China's manufacturing industry (furniture industry) in response to new trends, and unravels the
mechanisms behind this concept. The contributions of the paper are primarily fourfold. First, this paper
classifies markets into abroad online, abroad offline, domestic online, and domestic offline based on the
digital territory, primary users, and transaction logics of different e-commerce platforms. Secondly, it
introduces the concept of "market coupling" based on the previously overlooked market and demanding
perspective (for some recent exceptions see: Martin and Martin 2023; Martin, Martin, and Zukauskaite 2019)
and a multi-scalar analytical framework, which elucidates the reorganization of firm-cluster-C&N for market
coupling. Thirdly, by comparing the C&N of the three clusters based on different markets, this paper identifies
the barriers between clusters entering different markets. Finally, this paper applies the aforementioned
concepts and framework to analyze three furniture industry clusters in China, further revealing two forms of
market coupling: "Creating new elements" and "Adaptive transformation".

The subsequent sections of this article adhere to the following structure: The next section provides an
exposition on China's e-commerce landscape, delving into the phenomenon of market differentiation in the
e-commerce era. Following this, various concepts in Economic Geography, including Global Commodity
Chains (GCC), Global Value Chains (GVC), and GPN, are introduced under the umbrella term "Chain &
Network Approaches (CNA)", and points out the shortcomings and deficiencies of the important concept of
Strategic Coupling, which links CNA with regional development. In subsequent sections, an analytical
framework is proposed based on the key concept of "market coupling", incorporating the concepts of C&N
and elements in the diamond cluster model. For the empirical analysis, the paper focuses on three furniture
industry clusters in China. Firstly, the article compares three furniture cluster cases, outlines different types
of C&N under different market targeting, and investigates barriers to market coupling among them. Secondly,
it contrasts offline C&N structures before the rise of e-commerce platforms with the new online C&N,
exploring different forms of multi-scalar reorganization for market coupling by comparing aggregation
results. Finally, conclusions and study limitations are discussed.

2 Background: Market Differentiation in the Era of E-

commerce

From the perspective of e-commerce, the international trade landscape is undergoing profound changes. It
has altered consumer shopping habits, lowered the entry barriers for businesses into international markets,
driven innovation in C&N management, differentiated the market® and simultaneously brought about new
trade policy and regulatory challenges (Ladd 2022). Since China is both the "World's Factory' and an active
country concerning the platform economy, this paper will introduce China's e-commerce world and
differentiate the market based on the online/offline and domestic/abroad market.

Based on Chu et al. (2023), this paper further classifies the e-commerce platforms as Figure 1 depends on

' Of course, market differentiation brought about by digital platforms extends beyond territorial perspectives below described to
include market segmentation. For instance, JD.com and Tmall often represent the high-end market segment, whereas Taobao and
Pinduoduo represent the low-end market segment. In order to simplify, the paper only deals with the division between overseas
and domestic.
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domestic/cross-border? and business to business (B2B)/business to customer (B2C). The classification of
domestic or foreign platforms is related to the "digital territory" of the digital platform (Morris 2023) and the
Great Firewall of China (Gu 2024).

Export-oriented e-commerce platforms

bossgoo.com| Aliexpress
tradekey.com |Shopee Lazada

Made-in-China.com Amazon Walmart
Global sources wish Wayfair

TOOLOTS.co TikTok Shop

E-commerce
platforms

newegg Temu

DHGate.com | acebook Lightu::eio:h
Alibaba.com Instagram Shein' tok Shop

B2B\ 1688.com Xiaohongshu B2C

b2b.baidu.co <:l WecChat
hc360.com

www.china.cn
www.51caigou.com

ongChang.conp

Jingdong

Half-e-commerce
Domestic e-commerce platform platform

Figure 1. E-commerce platforms in China’s e-commerce world

Source: Own design.

Based on different online/offline and cross-border/domestic markets, this paper has categorized four
differentiated markets as shown in Figure 2, each corresponding to different C&N configurations. Market 1
targets the abroad online market, no matter through B2B or B2C platforms; Market 2 is for an abroad offline
market, i.e. traditional export trading; Market 3 is for a domestic offline market, which follows the traditional

distributor system; Market 4 is for a domestic online market, which is developed very well within China.

Overseas Market
Market 2 Market |
Traditional Cross-border Online Cross-border
Trade System E-commerce System
Offline Market Online Market
Market 3 Market 4
Traditional Domestic Online Domestic
Distribution System E-commerce System
Domestic Market

Figure 2. The differentiated market

Source: Own design.

In mainstream economic approaches, the standard spatial equilibrium model implicitly assumes a unified and
balanced market definition, often overlooking the performativity and complexity inherent in market
dynamics (Berndt and Boeckler 2009; Berndt and Wirth 2019; Ouma 2010), while Ouma (2010:203)
emphasizes the importance of focusing on "governing through the market" and paying attention to the actual
practice and implementation of markets. Mather (1999) and Martin and Martin (Martin and Martin 2023)

® Itis worth noting that, due to the specificity of the case in this paper, the term “cross-border e-commerce platform” here
exclusively refers to “export-oriented e-commerce platforms (include EB2B and EB2C)” and does not encompass “import-oriented

e-commerce platforms” such as kaola.com, yunjiglobal, ymatou.com, and so on.
4
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demonstrate that producers and suppliers consider country- and region-specific differences when entering or
strengthening certain markets. To fully explore the impact of market differentiation brought about by
platforms on clusters and various actors within industries, the next section will introduce the concept of C&N,
along with strategic coupling, in relation to cluster and regional development.

3 When C&N Meet Cluster and Regional Development:
Strategic Coupling

C&N consist of a variety of different concepts. Coe et al., (2008a, 2008b) and MacKinnon (2012) compare
the concepts of GCC, GVC and GPNs. GCCs, encompassing all activities in product design, production, and
marketing process, can be categorized as producer-driven or buyer-driven (Gereffi 1999). “It consists of
identifying the full set of actors (i.e. firms) that are involved in the production and distribution of a particular
good or service and mapping the kinds of relationships that exist among them” (Bair 2005:157). GVC explore
the inter-firm and intra-firm linkages and relationships by focusing on two elements, value and governance
(Foster et al. 2018). A GVC consists of a series of stages involved in the production and sale of products and
services to consumers, each stage adding value (Antras 2020; Bair and Gereffi 2003). GPNs starts from
economic geography and focus on the relationship between production and space, with a greater emphasis
on the economic actors and the structural dynamics in which they are embedded (Coe 2021). It is defined as
"the globally organised nexus of interconnected functions and operations by firms and non-firm institutions
through which goods and services are produced and distributed" (Coe et al. 2004, 471). This paper adheres
to the stance of "free use of the chain construct with no disciplinary imperialism attached" (Fold 2011:102),
employing the generalized term "Chain & Network Approaches (CNA)" to summarize the broadest sense of
the relationship among firm actors, extra-firm actors and intermediaries, as well as their organizational and
geographical structures. This term omits “Global” because, on the one hand, alignment is found with the
viewpoints of Birch (2008) and Bridge and Bradshaw (2017:7), recognizing that these concepts are often not
global but transnational and cross-scalar, with their spatial implications often being 'spatially fragmented' and
'discontinuously territorial'; on the other hand, this paper desires to represent the multiple couplings of regions
in overlapping networks at different scales, such as regional and national value chains (RVC & NVC) (Boys
and Andreoni 2023; Gong, Hassink, and Wang 2022; Lemoine and Dagnes 2003; Pasquali, Godfrey, and
Nadvi 2021). Due to CNA being "preoccupied with economic relationships that slice through national and
regional boundaries" (Bowen and Leinbach 2006:149), it can counter the current bias of economic geography
towards mesoscale and the bias towards endogenous factors in regional development, as well as the
“overterritorialized” shortcomings (Bowen and Leinbach 2006; Hassink, Isaksen, and Trippl 2019; Hess 2004;
Rodriguez-Pose 2021; Wall and van der Knaap 2011).

The most crucial concept bridging CNA and clusters and regional development is known as "strategic
coupling" (Coe et al. 2004). Despite initial critiques regarding its dynamism, assumptions of intentionality,
and the lack of awareness of historical and social backgrounds such as class struggles (Coe and Hess 2010;
Selwyn 2016), strategic coupling has still received widespread application and development as an
evolutionary process involving temporal and spatial contingency, evolving into a highly dynamic and open
concept (Fu and Lim 2021; MacKinnon 2012; Yang 2009). "In the context of regional development, strategic
coupling refers to the dynamic processes through which actors in regions coordinate, mediate, and arbitrage
strategic interests between local actors and their counterparts in the global economy. These trans-regional

processes involve both material flows in transactional terms and non-material flows (for example,
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information, intelligence, and practices)" (Yeung 2009:335). As the concept becomes fuzzy, the subjects of
coupling can include lead firms, cities or regions, clusters, or specific areas (Hassink 2021; Fu and Lim 2021;
MacKinnon 2013). Serving as a key driver of regional economic globalization, strategic coupling involves
multiscale forces (local, regional, and global scales), institutional factors (such as international trade
agreements, industrial policies, national business systems, or industry associations), and specific spatial
contexts and local assets (such as natural resources, production resources, locational advantages) applied in
the analysis of various manufacturing industries (Liu and Yang 2013; Liu and Dicken 2006; Yeung 2016; Liu
et al. 2023; Wang, Gereffi, and Liu 2021). However, most GPN studies conceptualize the "global market" as
a homogeneous environment. On one hand, this leads to a neglect of the diverse strategies pursued by lead
firms in multiple markets within the framework of Strategic Coupling. On the other hand, it overlooks
considerations of the agency of local and regional actors in facilitating coupling across multiple markets.
Initially, Yeung (2009) proposed three types of strategic coupling stemming from distinct key dynamics
within regional development trajectories, namely: international partnership, indigenous innovation, and
production platforms. Subsequently, Coe and Yeung (2015:184) adapted the aforementioned typology into
three modes of strategic coupling, characterized as structural coupling, functional coupling, and indigenous
coupling. However, neither classification mentions the role of market and market differentiation in this
process. To address this, Liu (2020) suggests that if indigenous coupling is considered centered on
"technology" and functional coupling on "production," then in addition to structural coupling, a "market
coupling" centered on "market" should be added to more comprehensively represent the fundamental types
of external collaboration established by a firm. Unfortunately, Liu (2020) merely mentions this concept
without further elaborations. Digital platforms not only bring about various forms of market differentiation
(see section 2), but the "platform ecology" also bridges the distance between consumers and producers,
allowing consumers to have an increasing impact on production innovation and research and development
(Ibert et al. 2022). All of these processes demonstrate the significant role of markets in the cluster coupling
C&N process. Based on the above information, and in response to Liu’s (2020) call, this paper has chosen to
focus the research on "market coupling”, as a crucial extension of strategic coupling. Firstly, the introduction
of market coupling addresses the oversight of market differentiation in the literature on strategic coupling.
Secondly, this paper's exploration of "market coupling" aims to consider interactions across all scales, from
firms and clusters to C&N, thereby unpacking the process of multiple couplings across various markets.
Lastly, although this paper's exploration of market coupling mechanisms is based on market differentiation
under the context of the platform economy, its contribution is generalizable in strategic coupling literature.
In the following section, this paper will build a multi-scale analytical framework centered around market
coupling, based on Porter's diamond model, C&N and differentiated markets.

4 Analytical Framework: Market Coupling and Multi-Scalar
Reorganizations

With the advent of the mobile e-commerce(m-commerce) era (Einav et al. 2014) and the development of
"platform ecology" (Ibert et al. 2022), the impact of digital platforms on regional development is further
extended and expanded, and sometimes it is even used as important strategy for firm, cluster and place
transformation (Chu et al. 2023; Chu, Hassink, and Liu 2024; Yang and Fu 2017). Based on the
aforementioned concept of market coupling, this paper tries to establish a new connection between CNA and

cluster development, under the new digital platform era. The cluster concept has been criticized for its vague
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geographical boundaries or scale and the number or definition of industries (Martin and Sunley 2003). Some
scholars emphasize the similarities within clusters and individual industries, while others stress
complementarity and relatedness as well as multiple industries (Crouch and Farrell 2001; Feser 1998;
Roelandt and Den Hertog 1999; Swann 1998). Yet, sometimes, they allude to the concepts of commodity
chains and supply chains (Chu and Hassink, 2022; Porter, 1998; Simmie and Sennett, 1999). This framework
draws inspiration from Porter's (1990, 77) diamond model, Martin & Sunley's (2011:1311) “Two-way
interactions between a cluster and its external environment” and Coe’s (2004:470) “regional development
and global production networks”. It views C&N and the surrounding external assets, opportunities, markets,
and risks as the external environment of clusters. Furthermore, the four elements of the diamond—factor
input conditions, formal and informal institutions, related and supporting industries, and target market
segments and tiers—are regarded as intrinsic aspects of the cluster. By the concept of market coupling, this
framework emphasizes “both the spatial extent (stretching) and territorial embeddedness (deepening) of
corporate activity” (Drayse 2008:254). As mentioned above, under the impact of e-commerce platform
ecology, the market is segmented and differentiated. Clusters do not necessarily encompass all markets from
the outset or at all times. They undergo market shifts based on different circumstances, in which it is involved
in different C&N, and it is crucial to consider the costs or barriers involved in participating different C&N.
To couple new C&N, traditional firms, clusters, and C&N are all engaged in market coupling-based
reorganization (Figure 3).
Based on the analytical framework depicted in the figure, this paper aims to address the following questions
in the subsequent empirical studies of China:
1. How does C&N differ in different markets? Based on these differences, what are the main barriers when
crossing to different market targets?
2. How do digital e-commerce platforms affect traditional C&N?
3. How do actors at different levels undertake reorganizations to achieve market coupling based on the

analytical framework?
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Figure 3. A Framework: Market coupling and Multi-scalar Reorganizations
Source: Own design.
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5 Applying the Framework: A case study of three Chinese

furniture clusters

The furniture manufacturing industry was chosen for the following two reasons: First, since around 2000,
China's furniture industry and furniture export industry have grown rapidly (Drayse 2008). China has now
become the world's largest furniture producer, exporter, and has the largest furniture consumer market.
Secondly, as a highly globalized industry, the furniture sector is a very typical sector in C&N research and
already has a certain research foundation (Yang, and Li 2020; Gregson et al. 2012; Yang and Fu 2017). This
study is based on three furniture industry clusters in China (Shunde District, Foshan City, Guangdong
Province; Nankang District, Ganzhou City, Jiangxi Province; and Suining County, Xuzhou City, Jiangsu
Province). The furniture industry clusters in Shunde District and Nankang District started in the 1980s and
early 1990s respectively, the former has become the most important supply of Chinese furniture domestically
in a competitive market, while the latter has seen tremendous growth in recent years under the strong power
of an entrepreneurial district government. The furniture industry cluster in Suining County, on the other hand,
sprouted in 2006 and was a cluster created from scratch by relying on the Taobao e-commerce platform.
These three cases were selected because they represent different stages of cluster evolution and are driven by
distinct key factors. These characteristics can provide richer and more diverse research results, thereby more
comprehensively uncovering multi-scalar reorganizations related to market coupling.

A range of data was collected, (1) This research is grounded in a comprehensive collection of grey literature,
including industry and business analyses, company websites, and annual government and industrial reports.
(2) It leverages the author's substantial engagement in fieldwork, industry events, and interviews conducted
across three cases in China. The main methods used in this article are in-depth interviews and participatory
observation, doing a total of 113 interviews: Firstly, to gain a comprehensive understanding of the evolution
of clusters and the diverse actors within the furniture industry network, the author conducted fieldwork from
August to December 2022 and from January to February 2024. This fieldwork also involved accompanying
entrepreneurs from Nankang to Shunde for investigation (see Table 1). These informants comprise 17
government officials, 41 individuals from companies (CEOs or COOs), 13 employees, six leaders from
various associations, four managers from various platform companies, and four individuals from the
university. Appendix 1 shows the 85 formal interviewees during the six-month field-work. Secondly, in
March 2023, the author conducted an in-person interview with the CEO of an American MCN (Multi-
Channel Network) company in Los Angeles, USA, to obtain a more comprehensive view of the role of global
actors such as Tiktok, Youtube, Instagram, etc., internet celebrities in major importing countries, and the
relevant service-provider actors and institutions. Thirdly, in April 2023, the author joined government
officials, furniture association representatives, and furniture entrepreneurs from Nankang in a business trip
in Germany (mainly focusing on freight ports) and interviewed them about their investigation in Italy (mainly
about furniture design). (3) The author maintained long-term contact with the interviewees through WeChat
and followed the development dynamics of the cases.

The analysis in this paper consists of two main steps. First, it analyzes three furniture clusters to delineate
the C&N involvement targeted at different markets, thereby comparing the barriers between different markets
in the platform economy era. Secondly, based on the results of the first step, a comprehensive comparison is
made of the summarized changes in the three cases before and after the platform economy, followed by a
discussion on the mechanisms of market coupling among firm-cluster-C&N according to the theoretical

framework.
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Table 1

Interviewee Distribution on Cases and Groups

Three Cases Shunde Nankang Suining
Government
3 8 6
(G17)
Companies 15 18 8
(CEOs or
COO (2 media, 11 (1 logistics, 1 raw material, (1 logistics, 1 raw
S) furniture) 10 furniture) material, 6 furniture)
(C41)
Formal 6 2 3
interviews (85 Employees ive- i ] .
(85) ploy (ﬁolgtlse stlregglrlg (2 live-streaming hosts, 1 (1 live-streaming
(E13) " ’ HR, 1 manager) host, 2 workers)
designer)
Associations
2 3 1
(A6)
Platforms (P4)
University (U4)

Informal interviews (28)

In total (113)

5.1 Different multiple market couplings and their barriers

In this section, the engagement of C&N targeting various markets across the three furniture clusters is
outlined (Figure 4). Suining, evolving from a cluster based on Taobao villages, predominantly targets Market
4 (Figure 2). Furthermore, the cluster currently lacks authentic furniture brands and mainly focuses on
accessing the low-cost market through un-branded products, thus exhibiting the simplest form of C&N.
Nankang's furniture C&N is considerably diverse, with products primarily made of wooden materials,
catering predominantly to domestic consumers. However, due to its competitive pricing and productivity,
some foreign supermarkets (non-brand furniture) seek Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM) in Nankang.
For instance, Huisen Household International Group Limited, as Walmart's sole supplier of panel furniture
in China, has become Nankang's only listed company (listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange).
Nevertheless, despite national government efforts to promote cross-border e-commerce (both EB2B &
EB2C), Nankang's progress in this area remains limited due to its lack of direct understanding of overseas
markets and the absence of a foundation for cross-border e-commerce. Shunde, the most historic furniture
cluster, also has the richest C&N (Market 1/2/3/4). Despite previous attempts by internal companies to shift
their target market from overseas to domestic (Yang and Fu 2017), Shunde is currently focusing on cross-
border e-commerce as domestic demand in China is insufficient. Leveraging its traditional expertise in
foreign trade (not just OEM, some OEMs have evolved into Original Brand Manufacturer (OBM)), it
possesses a more direct understanding of overseas markets. Consequently, it has even gained a market
presence on certain EB2C platforms, opening up market opportunities.
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Figure 4. Current target markets and C&N for the three clusters

Source: Own design.

Before further analyzing the mechanisms of market coupling, the following analysis will primarily focus on
examining the barriers to evolution between different networks based on market differentiation. Drawing
from Figure 5, the three clusters are allocated into different quadrants according to their target market
distribution. Delving into the characteristics of these furniture clusters, the analysis will outline, from an
evolutionary perspective, the key unique barriers encountered by different furniture clusters as they transition

between these systems and configurations of C&N.

10

168



= Shunde
= Nankang

Market 2
Traditional Cross-border
Trade System

4

b Overseas Market

= Shunde

Market |
Online Cross-border
E-commerce System

Offline

Market 3
Traditional Domestic
Distribution System
= Shunde
= Nankang

Online

Market 4
Online Domestic
E-commerce System
= Shunde
= Nankang

N Evolution Barriers:
Customs duties,
Language and culture
issues, International
point-to-point
specialized logistics,
Overseas warehouse
and Aesthetic
characteristics ......
{ Evolution Barriers:
Evolution that hardly

appears

. Suining ......
1 Domestic Market

—> Evolution Barriers: Price conflicts with existed distributors, Online payment license, Point-to-multipoint e-
commerce logistics and Structural characteristics of the product ......

& Evolution Barriers: Offline distributor system, Offline network (logistics and distribution), Furniture
exhibitions offline, Meet offline product standards, improve product quality and build proeduct brands

Figure 5. Barriers among different market

Source: Own design.

It is observed that both the Shunde and Nankang cases, being traditional furniture industry clusters, have
already established offline systems for both domestic furniture sales and cross-border furniture trade (no
matter whether in the form of OEM or Original Design Manufacturer (ODM)). Transitioning from offline
domestic sales to cross-border trade, these two clusters need to overcome many barriers, acquiring knowledge
about customs duties, languages, target country cultures, international point-to-point specialized logistics,
overseas warehouses, and aesthetic requirements of overseas customers, as well as cultivating the ability to
create the relevant resources. The process of compliance during the formation of new C&N is crucial. This
includes customs compliance (with specific regulatory codes tailored to different cross-border e-commerce
models), compliance with import country product safety standards (for instance, the need for PEFC and FSC
third-party forest certification when exporting wooden furniture to Europe), protection of intellectual
property rights such as trademarks, patents, and copyrights, tax compliance, as well as compliance with data
security and privacy protection measures.

Shunde has developed to a certain extent furniture cross-border online C&N. This implies that on top of the
aforementioned basics, it also needs to resolve price conflicts with distributors, have online payment licenses,
collaborate with local e-commerce logistics in overseas locations (such as DHL, UPS, FEDEX, TNT...), and
consider a product structure suitable for point-to-multipoint logistics (friendly-assemble and flat-packing).
Meanwhile, Suining, as a furniture industry cluster that evolved from a 'Taobao village' relying on online
markets (Chu et al. 2023), has only established mature C&N in Quadrant 1. While it aspires to explore other
types of markets and strengthen the cluster, on one hand, it lacks the foundation of a traditional distributor
system®, and on the other, it lacks the knowledge and ability for cross-border trade and cross-border online
operations. Although its furniture products are very friendly-assembling and flat-packing, and it possesses a
more favorable domestic e-commerce logistics price that the other two clusters lack, the cluster still struggles
to find continued growth momentum. This graph profoundly reflects the limited impact of e-commerce
platforms on industrial clusters. Although new industrial clusters have emerged in China from scratch based

’ Compared to online sales channels, whether B2B or B2C, the establishment of a traditional distributor system often requires a
longer time to accumulate offline "relationships”, and the transaction costs of building connections is also higher.
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on e-commerce platforms, they find it challenging to compete with clusters that have a long-standing history.
5.2 Different C&N for different markets

In this section, drawing upon the collective experiences of the three furniture clusters, the analysis will
delineate both traditional C&N and emerging online C&N structures. This lays the foundation for further
analysis and refinement of the market coupling mechanism in the 5.3.

Traditional C&N

Drawing from the collective experiences of the three cases, before the advent of e-commerce platforms, the
offline furniture C&N appeared as illustrated in Figure 6, which is based on the furniture distributor system.
This system is primarily composed of suppliers, distributors, retailers, and consumers. This process normally
involves two types of clusters, one being furniture production manufacturing clusters, and the other being
specialized commercial trading clusters or specialized markets on furniture as distribution center (Zeng et al.
2019). In the case of Shunde, the primary function of Longjiang Town is furniture manufacturing, while
Lecong Town primarily handles furniture sales. With the development of e-commerce, the functions of
production and sales are increasingly mixed (source to be added). Suppliers include OEM, ODM, and OBM.
Primary distributors might include agents, traders, wholesalers, franchisees, brand owners, etc. Retailers
might encompass stores, exclusive stores, shopping malls, supermarkets, etc. The process can be quite lengthy,
as sub-distributors may encompass a third level, fourth level, or even more levels. The higher the level, the
more likely it is that the price of the furniture when sold will be higher. In this system, manufacturers often
rely on local retailers to provide the final order fulfilment and product assembly services. The establishment
of traditional distributor networks is often based on offline personal contacts or public face-to-face trade
shows and furniture festivals, in which personal relationships play a significant role in this process.

Regarding the intermediary logistics, if it is cross-border sales (i.e., foreign trade/export), the furniture goods
are typically sent via “International point-to-point specialized logistics” to the “Distributor’s warehousing”
which belongs to the “Distribution Center”. They are then transported to the next level of sub-distributors or
retailers until they reach overseas street stores or customers by local shipping. If it is domestic sales, the logic
is the same. However, there is no need for “International point-to-point specialized logistics”; instead, it is
replaced by “Domestic point-to-point specialized logistics”. Depending on the size of the local market, it will
then be decided whether more sub-distributors are needed or if the furniture can be sent directly to retailers.
Finally, from the retailer's warehouse/ showroom, it will be delivered directly to consumers via local shipping.
In traditional C&N, the fulfilment and assembly of furniture are often undertaken by local retailers in face-

to-face interactions with customers.
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Figure 6. Traditional furniture C&N in China
Source: Own design.

New online C&N

Figure 7 illustrates the circulation of the online furniture C&N. Observations reveal that, overall, the three
primary phases of supply (procurement), distribution (transportation), and demand (purchase) remain similar
to those in the previous distributor system. However, within the supplier group, there have emerged suppliers
that specifically produce only for online sales, and these furniture possess unique characteristics compared
to offline products, such as being more assemble friendly and flat-packing. Since the online market targets a
broader customer group, the quality of online furniture products tends to be more various, and the price range
is also wider.
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Figure 7. New furniture online C&N in China

Source: Own design.

Through the above figure 7, three features of the new furniture online C&N can be identified. First, digital
platforms have had a significant impact on the distribution phase with its powerful "disintermediation" effect
(Wigand 2020). Given that the scope of the digital territory often spans across regional markets, B2B offers
equal accessibility for both distribution centers and specific regional markets, which greatly reduced and
shortened the intermediary steps. Similarly, B2C platforms also cut out intermediaries, allowing businesses
to order directly from manufacturers instead of distributors, or retailers, which makes the entire deal more
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accessible, efficient and transparent. Disintermediation has resulted in most online products being priced
lower than offline products in furniture industry.

Secondly, it is evident that traditional distribution actors can procure furniture wholesale via B2B platforms
and subsequently sell them to consumers via B2C platforms. Some distributors solely engage in online
purchasing without selling online, while others buy online and sell offline or both offline and online. Naturally,
there are many traditional offline distributors who continue to maintain their original procurement channels
but expand their sales avenues through B2C platforms. For these traditional offline distributors, they often
have established mature point-to-point logistic networks and storage warehouses for furniture. However, for
the emerging online distribution actors, they often need to utilize warehouses provided by third parties, such
as local governments, the national government, or regional institutions.

Thirdly, apart from this B2B2C model (Ding et al. 2017; Lu et al. 2022; Parola and Sciomachen 2009), some
furniture commodity/supply networks adopt a "dropshipping/factory to customer" model. In this scenario,
except for the inventory of the suppliers that require warehousing, no other warehouses are needed. This
model integrates production and sales and enables manufacturers or integrators to act as both suppliers and
retailers. For producers, being co-located with mature consumers is beneficial as they provide advanced
market knowledge (Martin and Martin 2023). They often add an e-commerce department to their
management structure and then try to expand their business on B2C platforms. Alternatively, they may
venture into multiple B2B and B2C platforms simultaneously, which is referred to as “Omnichannel strategy”
(Cai and Lo 2020). The delivery and assembly of furniture in online C&N are mostly carried out on and
through digital platforms. Goods can be delivered directly to overseas enterprises or first shipped to overseas
warehouses and then dispatched after the actual transaction, significantly reducing logistics costs and

consequently lowering end prices.
5.3 Different forms of market coupling: multi-scalar analysis

Similar to the textile and clothing industries, a furniture chain involves not just manufacturers, but also many
complex services pre- and post-producing, such as purchasing, design, distribution, marketing and market
analysis (Dunford 2009), which are part of the furniture cluster, and sometimes even part of one furniture
company. After a comparative analysis of the traditional and new C&N on the aggregated results of three
cases on the theoretical framework, insights from firm-cluster-C&N multi-scalar perspectives have been
provided below. In Figure 8, solid lines represent traditional C&N connections, while dashed lines indicate
the new online C&N connections. Through this comparison, two forms of market coupling mechanisms on
firm, cluster and C&N level are identified: Creating new elements and Adaptive transformation.
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Firm level:

Through comparing and combining the traditional C&N with the new online C&N, a price conflict between
the two has been identified. As mentioned earlier, some suppliers adopt the F2C business model, selling
directly on B2C platforms. Consequently, the price of the same furniture on online platforms is often lower
than that at offline retailers. This creates conflicts between retailers and suppliers, resulting in widespread
closures of retail stores. Ultimately, some suppliers, having lost a significant volume of B2B customers (as
the closure of the furniture stores), may also face bankruptcy. Therefore, companies need to undergo adaptive
transformation to prevent the collapse of the existing distribution system. To achieve this, some branding
furniture companies adopt practices such as un-branding, where OBMs remove any branding traces from
products supplied to various e-commerce merchants. By "downgrading" branded products to unbranded ones,
OBMs can increase sales by expanding their online channels and mitigate reputation damage to offline
branded products caused by low online prices. Another approach is the Online to Offline (O20) business
model, where OBMs engage in online marketing to attract potential customers from online channels and
redirect them to offline retailers for order fulfillment. In this scenario, retailers' roles adaptively shift to
service providers, and furniture showrooms owned by suppliers transform into live-streaming studios. In the
process of achieving market coupling, new elements need to be created. For instance, companies may need
to establish new e-commerce operations departments, even with separate departments for each platform.
Moreover, supplier companies can achieve market coupling by providing e-commerce exclusive furniture
products through dropshipping. This primarily results in firms' demand for design knowledge specific to
easy-to-assemble and flat-packed products. Although the quality of "e-commerce exclusive" products may
be inferior to offline products, they are more affordably priced.

Cluster level:

Through comparing and integrating the traditional furniture C&N with the emerging online furniture C&N,
it becomes evident that the new C&N force clusters to create new elements (Figure 9). First, there is a need
for new input factors. According to Porter (1990), factor conditions can include human resources, physical
resources, knowledge resources, capital resources, infrastructure, etc. Foster et al. (2018) contend that new
products introduce new processes to GVCs. Similarly, this empirical research suggests that the emergence of
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new online C&Ns necessitates the development of new products. Trigged by e-commerce platforms,
especially B2C platforms, clusters require new kinds of raw materials, and new knowledge about design,
production and marketing, thereby better coupling with the online market. Secondly, the introduction of new
formal and informal institutions in the cluster. Formal institutions, for instance, include e-commerce laws,
online payment licenses, government departments dedicated to e-commerce, e-commerce associations and
furniture festivals, etc. Informal institutions might include, consumer's perceptions of e-commerce, the
customary practice of word-of-mouth and so on. Lastly, the cluster also requires new supporting and related
industries, such as e-commerce logistic agencies and new media marketing industries. Due to the significant
differences with traditional ones, they should be recognized as different resources for a market coupling
strategy. For example, the comparison between the traditional point-to-point logistics industry and the new
point-to-multipoint e-commerce logistics industry can be found in Table 2. In addition, the modes and display
methods of cluster external communication have also adaptively changed, such as furniture shopping malls
within the cluster being transformed into e-commerce live streaming parks and synchronous online

promotion being required when "groups" participate in furniture festivals.

|I.Raw materials: Timber/Textile/Leather/Furniture |- X .
fittings: 2. Design and Structural: Design / ‘| Formal institutions:government departments,

Development / Modeling / Presentation; | industry associations, trade organizations;industry

Related industries: advertising

3.Knowledge and production facilities:Standard  |* standards, policies, and regulations, e-commerce media industry; influencer agency,
-] Product/ Individual Product/ Furniture Set/ -] transaction rules ete.:
Customization/ Upholstered/ Solid Wood/ (Unjknock- || Informal institutions:informal norms, : " L .
down: 4. Marketing & Sales:Traditional Marketing / . ) ) [—* Supporting industries: E-
own; 4. Marketing & Sales: Iraditional Marketing/ 1. conventions, and behavioral codes; industry : lath .
New Media Marketing; 5. Manufacturingworkers || conventions, traditional craftsmanship techniques, commerce platiorm operation

: Flow line workers/Advanced carpenters/ Furniture o center; logistics and
| Installer/Packers; 6. Infrastructures: Malls,

-] exhibition halls and museums; furniture livestreaming

| business reputation and word-of-mouth; ratingand |-
--| review systems on e-commerce platforms, user- ] transportation Industries, etc.

| generated word-of-mouth
room; transportation infrastructure o

Firms

Branding VS Unbranding; Business model; organizational structure

Figure 9. Firm and cluster-level Reorganization
Source: Own design.

| Table 2

The Differences Between Traditional Point-to-Point Specialized Logistics and Point-to-Multipoint E-

commerce Logistics
Point-to-Point Specialized Point-to-Multipoint E-commerce Logistics
Logistics

Definition Transport of large-scale or bulk Transport of small-scale shipments from one dispatch point
shipments from a fixed start to a fixed | (supplier's or retailer's warehouse) to numerous consumers
end point

Purpose Ensure large quantities of goods Fulfill number of small-scale, individualized orders and
arrive on time and safely deliver swift, reliable service to consumers

Furniture Distributers' warehouse and store or Directly to customers
supermarket

storage place

Commonly Uses larger transportation modes Employs various transportation modes (e.g., express

Used Vehicles (g.g., trucks, trains, ships); routes are | delivery, drones); requires intricate logistics network
fixed and pre-planned
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Challenges Transportation costs, time Handling vast number of orders, real-time tracking, last-

management, safety, reliability mile delivery, managing returns, customer communication
Technology Lesser emphasis on technology Higher tech demands like order management, real-time
Apblicati tracking, predictive tools, automated solutions
pplication
C&N level:

Compared with traditional trade, e-commerce and cross-border e-commerce enable new forms of C&N. First,
through the logistics method of dropshipping, a new chain of F2C emerges. Secondly, in cross-border e-
commerce, if it is not the F2C model, third-party warchouses are required. Lastly, regardless of how they
make purchases online, customers lose the furniture assembly and after-sales services conveniently provided
by previous offline stores. In such cases, the installation process is often carried out by consumers themselves
or outsourced to other workers through labor platforms. Other actors within the network have also undergone
corresponding adaptive transformations, such as customs departments, regulatory agencies, tax authorities,
and, of course, the e-commerce platforms themselves. Due to space constraints, a detailed examination is
omitted here. However, the analysis results of the two forms of market coupling based on multi-scalar are

summarized in Table 3.

‘ Table 3
Different Forms of Market Couplings Based on Multi-scalar Analysis

Creating new Conditions Adaptive transformation

Establish new e-commerce operations departments
Firm New design knowledge specific to easy-to-assemble
and flat-packed products

Branding to Un-branding
Business model changes (Online & Offline)

Modes and display methods of cluster
Furniture shopping malls to e-commerce live
streaming parks

Synchronous online promotion required
Consumers adapting to obtaining information

New input factors
Cluster | New formal and informal institutions
New related and supporting industry

New warehouses online
&N ird-parti .
c ng :;L;jnsartles for assembly (fabor platforms) Many other actors within the C&N have also

undergone adaptive changes.

6 Conclusions and outlook

E-commerce platforms, acting as intermediaries, two-side markets, and data aggregators, have had a
significant impact on the organization of global economic activities and regional development. This study is
based on China, known as the world's factory, and pioneer in the digital platform economy. Through extensive
research in the furniture industry domain, the answers to the three research questions are displayed. First,
different markets possess distinct C&N, with clusters targeting diverse markets having richer C&N
involvement, when clusters try to access other market coupling, they encounter various barriers that need to
be overcome. Secondly, the new C&N and market coupling brought about by e-commerce platforms will
impact and sometimes break traditional C&N. Thirdly, the mechanisms of market coupling were unpacked
with "Creating new elements" and "Adaptive transformation" through different multi-level actors located in
different positions. Four key contributions are offered in this paper: First, the paper analyzes the market
differentiation brought about by different forms of e-commerce platforms, using this as the background for
the entire analysis. This goes beyond the traditional simplistic PC-based e-commerce C&N, providing a more
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nuanced explanation for the impact of diverse digital e-commerce platforms. Secondly, it significantly
advances and extends the literature of strategic coupling by introducing the key concept of "market coupling"
and integrates cluster, C&N, and multi-scalar perspectives to develop a comprehensive analytical framework.
Thirdly, by comparing three cases, the paper summarizes different forms of C&N for four markets, offline
domestic, offline cross-border, online domestic and online cross-border markets and the barriers among them.
Lastly, by comparing traditional C&N with emerging ones, the paper identifies two mechanisms of market
coupling: "Creating new elements" and "Adaptive transformation".

Despite the presence of numerous factors leaning towards deglobalization, with the advancement of
digitalization technology, production networks are increasingly embedded in a complex global transactional
network intertwined with both online and offline interactions (Lemoine and Dagnaes 2003). Since the onset
of COVID-19, the global supply chains have been severely impacted by disruptions in logistics, and shortages
in raw materials or components. At the same time, it has accelerated the process of online retailing across
many countries and regions. Such impacts are not just temporary or one-off. These may also lead to a
restructuring of C&N, deepening of digital and green transitions, and potentially having long-lasting
implications (Alabi and Ngwenyama 2023; Halmai 2022). The research findings suggest that while
traditional C&N may not vanish completely, digital platforms not only strengthen existing production
networks and relationships but also alter the original C&N.

It is important to note that, while this research delves into the broader implications of C&N in economic
geography through CNA, its focus remains on a single sector—the furniture industry. This sector inherently
differs from others such as apparel, electronics, or automotive industries. Industries dealing with expensive
and bulky durable goods, like furniture, often progress towards platformization at a slower pace compared to
industries involving cheaper, lightweight, and consumable goods, such as clothing and cosmetics. Therefore,
the multi-scalar reorganizations derived from this research may not necessarily be applicable to other
products and industries. Furthermore, this study is conducted within the specific context of China, with its
unique manufacturing and digital network landscape. However, the overall analytical framework on market
coupling and the fundamental elements of C&N presented in this study can be generalized to other contexts.
Given the complexity of C&N, it might be challenging to cover all the impacts that digital platforms bring to
them in a single article. Nonetheless, the research aims to continue exploring other aspects in the near future.
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Appendix 1: Interview details

Case Actor Group Organization Abbreviation | Interviewee Date
i i 8/30/2022
. L " . CEO, Live-streaming host,
Companies and Employees Kaimai Rock Slab Dining Table (online) Cl1,ElL, E2 HR 9/23/2022
9/25/2022
L . L Association leader, Self-
Associations Lecong Furniture Association Al, Pl 11/19/2022
operated platform
Companies and Employees Sanyou Peer Culture C2 Media company CEO 11/21/2022
Companies and Employees Ruguo furniture modular table C3 COO 11/22/2022
Government Lechon Township Economic Development Office Gl Director 11/23/2022
Companies and Employees Pinwei Yangguang Furniture C4,E3 COO and Designer 11/23/2022
Shunde--- Companies and Employees Extraordinary in light and shadow Cs5 Media company CEO 11/23/2022
August to
Companies and Employees Plain Homeland C6 COO 11/24/2022
December
2022 . Head of Furniture Segment
Platforms Vipshop P2 11/24/2022
of the Platform
o . Head of University-
University Neusoft Institute Guangdong Ul i ) 11/25/2022
Enterprise Co-operation
Companies and Employees Outdoor Courtyard C7,E4 COO, Live-streaming host, 11/25/2022
. . COQO, Furniture e-commerce
Companies and Employees Muyue Furniture C8,A2 . 11/25/2022
association
Companies and Employees Oulang Furniture C9 CEO 12/07/2022
Companies and Employees Ledu E-commerce Furniture C10, ES CEO, Live-streaming host, 12/07/2022
Companies and Employees Meileju Furniture Cl11 CEO 12/08/2022
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Companies and Employees Ouerdun Furniture C12 CEO 12/08/2022
Companies and Employees Wanmeixuan Furniture C13 CEO 12/08/2022
Ganzhou Nankang District Furniture Industry )
Government ) G2 Director 11/30/2022
Promotion Bureau
Head of Furniture Segment
Platforms Tmall P3 11/30/2022
of the Platform

Associations Nankang Furniture Association A3 Association Leader 11/30/2022

Companies and Employees Benwu Craft Cl4 COO 11/30/2022

Companies and Employees Fulong Huangguan Furniture C15 CEO 12/01/2022

University Jiangxi Environmental Engineering Vocational College | U2 Head of Design Partnerships | 12/01/2022

Associations Nankang e-commerce Association A4 Association Leader 12/01/2022

Nankang--- Companies and Employees Huige Furniture Cl16,E6 CEO, Live-streaming host 12/01/2022
August to

g Companies and Employees Yuelu Logistics C17 CEO, Live-streaming host 12/11/2022
December

2022 Companies and Employees Haiyue Furniture C18,E7 CEO 12/02/2022

Government Nankang Talent Group G3 Director 12/02/2022

Companies and Employees Hexie Home C19 CEO 12/06/2022

Companies and Employees Jiuxi Furniture C20 CEO 12/09/2022

Companies and Employees JinZhong Wooden C21, E8 CEO, Manager 12/10/2022

Companies and Employees Jiuxi Furniture C22, CEO 12/10/2022

Companies and Employees Shijijiayuan Furniture C23 CEO 12/11/2022

Companies and Employees Manyan Furniture C24,E9 COO, Live-streaming host 12/11/2022

Government Nankang industrial Park Management Committee G4 Director 12/12/2022
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Companies and Employees Xianmu Furniture C25 COO 12/13/2022
Associations Nankang e-Logistic Association AS Association Leader 12/13/2022
N . L Head of industrial planning
University Nanjing University U3 .
for Suining
Government Government G5 deputy mayor (of a town) 12/14/2022
Companies and Employees Jinduoxi Furniture C26,E10 CEO, Live-streaming host 12/14/2022
Head of Furniture Segment
Platforms Tmall P4 12/15/2022
of the Platform
Government Head of Transformation Demonstration Area Go, G7 Director and assistant 12/15/2022
Suining--- Companies and Employees SF Express C27 worker 12/16/2022
August to Government Head of e-commerce centre G8 Director 12/16/2022
December Companies and Employees Yuefan Furniture C28,E11 COO, worker 12/16/2022
2022 Government Investment Promotion Bureau G9, E12 Director and assistant 12/17/2022
Government Head and secretary of Dongfeng Village Gl10, G11 Village cadres 12/19/2022
Companies and Employees Shengyuan Wooden C29 Raw material 12/19/2022
Companies and Employees Juchuang Aluminium Furniture C30 COO 12/19/2022
Associations Suining e-commerce Association A6 Association Leader 12/13/2022
Companies and Employees Yingtianxia C31 COO 12/20/2022
Companies and Employees Runli Furniture C32 COO 12/20/2022
Companies and Employees Gaoming Bed C33 COO 12/20/2022
Shunde--- Government Shunde District Economic Development Office G12,Gl13 Director and assistant 01/10/2024
January to Companies and Employees Kusi Furniture C34,E13 CEO and live-streaming host | 01/11/2024
February . )
2004 Companies and Employees Muyue Furniture C35 CEO 01/11/2024
Nankang--- Companies and Employees Yangguang Furniture C36 CEO 01/16/2024
January to Ganzhou Nankang District Furniture Industry ) i
February Government Promotion Bureau Gl14, G15 Director and assistant 01/17/2024
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2024

Government Department of Commerce Gl6 Director 01/17/2024
Government Ganzhou Port G17 Director 01/17/2024
Companies and Employees XiangyiBainian Furniture C37 COO 01/18/2024
Companies and Employees Huisen Household International Group Limited C38 COO 01/18/2024
Companies and Employees Fencun Furniture C39 CEO 01/18/2024
Universities Gannan Normal University U4 Head Of, University- ) 01/19/2024
Enterprise Co-operation
Companies and Employees YidianGediao Furniture C40 COO 01/19/2024
Companies and Employees AiyangFurniture C41 CEO 01/19/2024
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Chapter 5: Discussions and Conclusion

In this final chapter, | will begin by addressing the research questions posed in section 1.2 through a
review of the results in empirical studies in Groups B1 and B2. Subsequently, in section 5.2, | will discuss
the core contributions of this dissertation to the field of economic geography. Finally, in section 5.3, |
will outline the limitations of this study and suggest potential directions for future research.

5.1 Main findings of the Studies
5.1.1 Regional Development in the Platform Era

Based on findings in Group B1 research (Table 5), this section aims to answer sub-questions 1 and 2.
Platforms not only change the economic landscape but also 'make’ places and led to significant socio-
culture changes within these regions in China. By progressively expanding the enrolment of intra-
regional and extra-regional actors, platforms like Taobao have facilitated the development and
upgrading of local industries. Digital platforms have significantly lowered the barrier to entry for new
entrepreneurs, particularly in underdeveloped or remote areas. This democratization of economic
opportunities has led to a surge in entrepreneurial activities, diversifying and enriching the local
economic base. The study also explores how digital platforms contribute to the upgrading and
transformation of regional economies. Different regions followed diversity trajectories in this process.
Factors influencing these trajectories include the ability of local actors to engage with the platform,
the existing local economic conditions, and the strategic use of the platform by local entrepreneurs.
These findings illustrate the complex and multifaceted role of digital platforms in shaping regional
economic landscapes, suggesting a nuanced view of how digitalization impacts regional development.

Further, Group Bl-paper 2 explores from the county level when digital platforms can consistently
empower regional development. | summarize the expansion and aggregation process of Taobao
villages at the county level as PECD (Platform Empowered Cluster Development). The Taobao e-
commerce platform not only enables the creation of new industrial paths in regions but also empowers
the expansion of existing regional industries. Through a fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis
(fsQCA) method, four long-term empowering patterns were identified. Platforms facilitate the
diversification of regional economies by enabling new forms of business and innovation. This has
implications for regional policy and planning, suggesting that platforms can be leveraged as tools for
economic development and long-term growth. Both studies suggest that policymakers should
consider the specific characteristics and needs of different regions when designing policies aimed at
harnessing the power of digital platforms for economic development. Tailored approaches are
recommended to maximize the benefits while minimizing potential negative impacts. Overall, they
emphasize the transformative potential of platforms and the need for strategic engagement from both
local stakeholders and policymakers to fully realize this potential.

Table 5 Research Findings in Group B1

Research Findings

Group First, platforms interact with locations and progressively ‘create’ places by expanding the

B1 involvement of various actors, which is the “Platform-Based Place Making”. Secondly, the

Paper 1 | divergent trajectories following the emergence of Taobao villages are attributed to the quantitative
and qualitative shifts in each village’s ability to mobilize intra-regional network actors and
connect with extra-regional network actors. Thirdly, upgrading depends on the simultaneous
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enhancement and promotion of both intra- and extra-regional activities by newly introduced
platforms. This article broadens existing understanding by analyzing the entire process of Taobao
villages from a platform perspective, encompassing not only their emergence and growth but also
their decline and upgrading.

Group The Taobao e-commerce platform not only empowers locations to nurture new e-commerce

Bl industrial clusters but also to expand and upgrade existing local industrial clusters. This dual
Paper 2 | process, encapsulated under the concept of “Platform Empowered Cluster Development (PECD)”,
is conceptualized based on cluster theories. Our research further identifies four distinct PECD
patterns: Pattern A, driven by local government without a pre-existing context; Pattern B, driven
by pre-existing advantages without process forces; Pattern C, first-mover advantage, grassroots
driven with a locational advantage; Pattern D, dual driven without a pre-existing context.

5.1.2 Cluster Development in the Platform Era

Based on Group B2's articles (Table 6), this section will answer sub-questions 3, 4, and 5. Initially, for
existing industries (mature clusters), platforms had a negative impact on some manufacturers who
primarily supplied offline markets, which contracted with the growth of the platform economy. For
emerging clusters, platforms initially provided a window of opportunity, enabling new clusters to
emerge in peripheral regions. Overall, platformization has enriched consumer purchasing channels
(by facilitating online shopping during the pandemic), expanded the domestic and international
market reach of clusters, and provided buffer zones and backup markets during crises.

However, the impact of platforms on clusters varies by location and over different time periods.
Clusters do not always consistently empower emerging clusters because the emergence of online
markets and new marketing strategies transformed the traditional value chains in the furniture industry,
highlighting the challenges for emerging clusters in adapting to the digital economy. To address
market differentiation brought about by digital platforms, clusters need to engage in "market
coupling” to integrate their traditional manufacturing networks and organizations into the platform
economy. The study identifies significant barriers that different clusters face when integrating with
digital platforms, such as cultural differences, logistical challenges, and the need for new knowledge
and competencies. These clusters show varying degrees of integration into the digital platform
ecosystem, each adapting to the platform-driven market dynamics in distinct ways. These adaptations
can be summarized in two aspects, including adapting existing operations and developing new
business models to better align with digital market demands. Overall, the impact of digital platforms
varies among different clusters; some have successfully leveraged platforms to enhance their
economic activities and integrate more deeply into global value chains, while others struggle to adapt
to the competitive pressures brought about by digital platforms.

Table 6 Research Findings in Group B2

Research Findings

Group China's e-commerce platforms have experienced rapid growth, which led to the closure of some
B2 offline stores and malls that could not adapt to digital marketing. Consequently, manufacturers that
Paper 1 | supplied these offline outlets were also impacted in the beginning. Additionally, platformization
includes the effects of cross-border e-commerce platforms in recent years (post-2019), which have
primarily empowered, rather than disrupted, the output markets (especially overseas).
Platformization, in a way, has enriched consumer purchasing channels (by facilitating online
shopping during the pandemic), broadened the end-market reach of the clusters both domestically
and internationally, and provided buffer zones and backup markets when crises occurred. We also
found out that the mechanisms which made clusters resilient are diverse, and our research
demonstrates that different strategies are needed to enhance resilience, tailored to the backgrounds
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of various industrial clusters.

Group We found that the value chain manifests as a "wicked smile," indicating that platforms in the

B2 digital era capture most of the value, often at the expense of traditional manufacturers and R&D
Paper 2 | departments. The impact of platforms on three clusters can be divided into two stages (initial and
mature), and in both stages the three clusters react differently. In the initial stage, the lock-in effect
on mature clusters presents entry opportunities for emerging clusters. However, in the mature
stage, the role of the historical legacy within mature clusters shifts from locking in to enabling,
allowing these mature clusters to leverage their assets and regain their competitive edge. This
dynamic illustrates the paradoxical, varied, and uneven impacts that e-commerce platforms have
on regional industry clusters. On the one hand, platforms have the potential to democratize access
to markets and enable regions with no industry history to enter new sectors in the initial stage,
which facilitates upgrading for clusters. On the other hand, based on the “wicked smile”, the
completeness of the local supply chain and the availability of skilled talent are critical factors
determining competitiveness when getting into the mature stage, which making it difficult for
newly emerged clusters to catch up.

Group Four key contributions are offered in this paper: First, the paper analyzes the market

B2 differentiation brought about by different forms of e-commerce platforms, using this as the

Paper 3 | background for the entire analysis. This goes beyond the traditional simplistic PC-based e-
commerce C&N, providing a more nuanced explanation for the impact of diverse digital e-
commerce platforms. Secondly, it significantly advances and extends the literature of strategic
coupling by introducing the key concept of "market coupling” and integrates cluster, C&N, and
multi-scalar perspectives to develop a comprehensive analytical framework. Thirdly, by
comparing three cases, the paper summarizes different forms of C&N for four markets, offline
domestic, offline cross-border, online domestic and online cross-border markets and the barriers
among them. Lastly, by comparing traditional C&N with emerging ones, the paper identifies two
mechanisms of market coupling for clusters: "Creating new elements" and "Adaptive
transformation".

The research demonstrates that the impact of digital platforms on regional and cluster development
varies by location. The findings suggest that policymakers need to consider the specific characteristics
of regions and clusters when designing strategies to harness digital platforms for economic
development. Supportive measures are needed to help regions and clusters navigate the challenges
of digital transformation and capitalize on new opportunities.

5.2 Key Contributions to Economic Geography

This dissertation provides key insights into the impact of digital platforms on regional development
and industrial clusters from the perspective of economic geography. Through an engaged pluralism
framework integrating evolutionary and relational thinking, this study examines the multifaceted
impacts of the platform economy on regional economies in China, as well as on three specific furniture
industry clusters. Here are the main contributions of this work:

Advancing Engaged Pluralism

This research significantly advances the concept of engaged pluralism within economic geography,
particularly by integrating evolutionary thinking with relational perspectives. The combination of
Evolutionary Economic Geography (EEG) and Relational Economic Geography (REG) allows for a
meticulous exploration of economic patterns, showing how historical dependencies and relational
networks jointly influence the outcomes of regional and cluster development, adaptation, and
transformation. This approach not only underscores the importance of multi-perspective engagement
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in understanding complex economic phenomena but also demonstrates the practical application of
theoretical paradigms in addressing real-world problems.

Multi-scalar, Multi-perspective, and Multi-methodological Approach

By employing a multi-scalar, multi-perspective, and multi-methodological approach, this dissertation
enhances the study and understanding of the digital economy and platform economy within economic
geography. Utilizing different scalar perspectives and integrating various methods, including case
studies, comparative analysis, and QCA, the thesis studies regional and cluster development, enriching
our understanding of how digital platforms impact economic activities. This comprehensive
methodological approach reveals the varied impacts of platforms, highlighting how mechanisms and
outcomes vary depending on local conditions, the scale of engagement, and strategic uses of digital
capabilities. The methodological approach adopted in this thesis can also be applied to future research
in similar occasions.

Reflection and Advancement of Concepts

One of the innovative contributions of this study is the reflection on and advancement of traditional
concepts within the context of the platform economy, such as "platform-based place making,"
"platform-empowered cluster development,” "wicked smile,” and "market coupling.” These concepts
are developed from traditional notions like "place-making,” "cluster,” "smile curve,” and "strategic
coupling,” but the newly proposed concepts more accurately reflect the specific challenges and
opportunities that local developments face in adapting to digital economic practices. This reflection
and advancement of old concepts based on new phenomena provide new theoretical insights for
subsequent research related to the platform economy.

Overall, this dissertation highlights the transformative potential of digital platforms in reshaping
economic geography. It advances engaged pluralism, multi-method approaches, and conceptual
innovation in understanding the complexities of the economic geography of the platform economy.
The findings foster academic discussion by providing new theoretical insights and establishing a strong
foundational mindset for understanding the transformation and value creation of regions, clusters,
chains, and networks in a digital context. This can aid policymakers, industry leaders, and scholars in
better understanding and leveraging the opportunities brought by the platform economy. The study
demonstrates that a detailed, context-based approach is crucial for realizing the benefits of digital
transformation, ensuring that regions and clusters can effectively adapt to the challenges and
opportunities of the digital age.

5.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions

This dissertation provides significant insights into the impact of digital platforms on regional
development and industrial clusters in China, challenging the dominance of Anglo-American
perspectives in the literature and advancing research in economic geography and the platform
economy. However, it also identifies some limitations that highlight directions for future research:

Need for Cross-National Comparisons

Although this study addresses Western biases in economic geography by focusing on China, it restricts
its scope to a single national context, limiting the ability to generalize findings across different global
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regions. Digital platforms may interact differently with local economies and clusters outside of China.
Future research should include cross-national case studies to explore how digital platforms shape
economic interactions and landscapes in different political and economic settings. Comparative
studies could reveal either universal patterns or distinct differences in platform impacts, enriching our
understanding of the role of digital platforms in diverse developmental contexts.

Broader Sectoral Interactions

The current research mainly explores the interactions between e-commerce platforms and
manufacturing clusters. However, the continuous evolution of digital platforms, particularly their
increasing interactions with social media, suggests a more complex platform ecosystem affecting
various sectors, including tourism, entertainment, gaming, and advertising. These interactions could
further transform traditional industries in ways not fully captured by this study. Future investigations
could expand the scope to explore how digital platforms influence these sectors, potentially offering
new insights into sector-specific dynamics and inter-sectoral dependencies within the platform
economy.

Policy Recommendations and Practical Guidance

While this dissertation provides a detailed exploration of the mechanisms through which digital
platforms impact regional and cluster development, it offers limited guidance on policy implications.
Future research could focus on developing policy recommendations based on the findings. This would
involve translating academic insights into actionable strategies that policymakers and practitioners can
implement. Research could particularly focus on creating supportive policies that harness the positive
impacts of digital platforms while mitigating adverse effects, tailored to the specific needs and
conditions of different regions.

Future research could build on the concepts and findings presented in this dissertation by expanding
the geographic and sectoral scope of the research and integrating more policy-oriented analyses. This
approach would not only deepen the theoretical understanding of platform economies but also
enhance the practical relevance of research outcomes for global economic development in the digital
age.
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Appendix

Appendix 1 Taobao village Interview

Village Cadres:

10.

What is your usual main job?

What does your village, as a Taobao village, mainly sell online? What was the village's main
economic activity before it started selling online? How has the village's development history
been affected by the digital economy and platform economy? Does the village have any
secondary or tertiary industry bases, or any local characteristic resources? When did anyone
start to do Taobao/short video/live broadcasting, and start to drive people in the
neighborhood to do it together? What is the proportion of e-commerce households now?
What forms do most e-commerce businesses take? Do they operate their own factories, or
do they buy and stock up goods before selling? Do some eventually establish their own
factories?

What is the process for villagers to build factories? What is the process for villagers to build
factories? Is the construction site approved? What is the approximate scale of these
factories? Are e-commerce merchants taxed?

What is the role of the government in the development process? Is there support available
in terms of land, finance, and knowledge training? Does the higher-level government give
guidelines and support to villages and towns in this regard? Are there e-commerce service
centers or similar organizations in the village or town?

Is there an e-commerce industrial park? Are villagers willing to move in? What are the
requirements for moving in, and what benefits do the villagers receive?

What is the current development of the village? Are there any organizations, such as e-
commerce, live-streaming, or industrial associations, that have helped develop sectors like
agriculture, industry, or tourism through the platform? Or has it realized the integrated
development of primary, secondary and tertiary industries?

Has the village suffered any shocks in the development of its e-commerce industry? What
are the biggest challenges and difficulties? What are the factors that you find most
constraining in the current development process?

As the village has grown, has it influenced neighboring villages or towns to engage in similar
activities, selling the same products? What kind of competition and cooperation is there?
Are there any key figures, such as e-commerce entrepreneurs or influencers, actively
involved in the development of the village's e-commerce industry? Can you give us their
contact information?

Grassroot Entrepreneur

1.

What are the main products produced and sold, and what brands have been formed? Do
you primarily operate offline or online now? What is the percentage of sales? Is there any
cross-border e-commerce? Which platforms are you currently selling on? How many online
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10.

11.

12.

13.

stores are there on each platform? How many physical stores are there offline, and will you
supply to online merchants or offline stores in other places?

Did the manufacturer originally have a production line and offline sales, and then added an
additional online channel only? Or is it the first to sell goods and then build the factory?
When did you start selling on Taobao? Are you also using other platforms like Pinduoduo or
1688?"

Are you solely responsible for operations and sales, not production? Have you added a
larger scale of production based on these e-commerce platforms? Generally, the production
side will choose domestic and foreign at the same time or there are some specialized only
do outside the country?

Why did you choose to do Taobao/Douyin? Which platforms are usually active? What kind
of content do you usually do? What products do you sell, and what type of content do you
create?

Are you considering starting Douyin soon, and if so, do you plan to manage it internally or
outsource the operation? If you have already done it, when did you start doing it and did
you encounter any difficulties? What do you think about the platform economy, which is
highly unstable (in terms of production and sales and job security) and monopolistic?

What was the main thing you did in your previous job, and how has your life and work
situation changed after transitioning to Taobao/short videos/live streaming?

How is the team developing so far? Who are the people responsible for what?
Production/contacting suppliers? Packaging/Logistics? Shooting and editing videos,
maintaining fans and operating accounts? What is the division of labor between the
company's team members? How many people are responsible for production, operation,
warehouse management, shipping, etc.?

What was the approximate process of going from an individual to a team, from an
unorganized form to an organized operation? How did you get bigger step by step, and
what do you think helped you the most? What kind of events did you go through? How did
the attitude of your family and friends change?

What do you feel are the differences between conducting e-commerce on Douyin and
Taobao?

What is the difference between the operation in Douyin and Tacbao? What difficulties did
you encounter in organizing your own Douyin operation? What was the process of
outsourcing some of the Douyin sales like? Did you contact influencers directly, or did you
work with influencer agencies?

How do you differentiate your offerings in a market with high competition and
homogenized products? Price? Branding? Quality? How to find new space for development?
Is it true that there is currently no tax on the part of sales on the online platform? Just the
production part at the factory?

About when did it first come to the attention of the government and others, and how did
more people and things gradually become involved to create a force for change in the local
economy? Is there any financial, land, knowledge training or other policy support from
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14.

15.

village and town governments? What incentives are there on the platform side to support or
skew traffic?

Have others in the village also attempted to become online celebrities or open Taobao
stores? How is it developing? Do you usually have exchanges with each other and learn from
each other? Is there any agricultural products association, e-commerce association, live
broadcasting association or other organizations?

What has changed as a result of the epidemic?

Association:

1.

What is the nature of the association? Is it governmental, non-profit, or another type? What
are the main divisions? What are their respective responsibilities? What are the main duties
of the association on a daily basis, and what activities have been organized? Competitions?
Can you provide some information?

What is the form of association membership? How many members are there? Who is the
president? What did the president do previously?

What is the main profile of e-commerce development in that local area at the moment?
What products do most of them make? What industries and products are they in?

Are there many small e-commerce merchants? Or are there basically no home-based
workshops, and mainly a few factories that operate onling?

Which platforms do local e-commerce merchants primarily use—Taobao, Pinduoduo, or
Alibaba? What are the usage percentages for these platforms? Are there any reports or
documents that provide these details?

How does the trend of Douyin e-commerce affect the development of the local e-
commerce industry? Currently, how many local influencer incubators and live short video
operating companies are there? Are these companies similar to incubators? Is there a trend
of shifting from traditional platforms like Taobao to newer platforms like Douyin and
Kuaishou?

Is there any relevant communication Wechat group that | can join?
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Appendix 2 Furniture cluster Interview

Governments

1. What is the basic situation and development history of the local traditional furniture
industry? Why has it developed so well? What are the reasons for the formation of industrial
division of labor?

2. What is the role of the local government in the different stages of the development of
the entire furniture and furniture e-commerce industry? What is the current situation of the
entire local furniture and furniture e-commerce industry? What is the momentum of the
industry? What are the main problems?

3. What is the history and current state of local furniture e-commerce? Is it predominantly
wholesale or retail? What forms does it take? (Internet companies cross the border to do
furniture, dealers or manufacturers set up a separate e-commerce department to develop the
online market, manufacturers commissioned third-party MCN companies, etc. ......)

4. What are some of the leading furniture companies, leading brands? What are some
leading furniture e-commerce companies, leading brands? Are there any key e-commerce
entrepreneurs, entrepreneurs or netizens in the development of furniture e-commerce?

5. Taobao (traditional e-commerce) on local Town furniture industry brought about by
the changes (furniture traditional e-commerce development ratio, production organization,
employment, etc.)? What are the new opportunities and challenges?

6. How has the rise of Douyin as an emerging e-commerce platform influenced the local
furniture industry, particularly in terms of live e-commerce development, production
organization, and employment? What new opportunities and challenges have been brought?

7. With the platforms, which ones are in? How do you avoid the negative effects of the
immense power of platforms? How can algorithms be utilized?

8. In the context of furniture foreign trade, which furniture e-commerce companies excel
in cross-border transactions? Views on traditional e-commerce and emerging e-commerce,
views on emerging competitors, views on rural e-commerce? The integration of e-commerce
and furniture, is it more of a furniture company's embrace of e-commerce Internet or an
Internet company's coverage of the furniture industry?

9. The impact of the epidemic on the furniture industry? (online, offline, foreign trade,
traditional e-commerce, live e-commerce, cross-border e-commerce)

10. Has the government taken any measures to regulate the behavior of furniture
enterprises? What means and measures have been taken by the government to support the
development of the furniture and furniture e-commerce industry?

11. What is the government's attitude towards the development of furniture e-commerce,
including platforms like Douyin? Is support available in terms of land, finance, and knowledge
training? Is there any guidance and support to the town and village in this regard? Towns and
villages on e-commerce households have similar e-commerce service center organization?

12. Is there any time when there is a conflict of interest in the policies of local government
furniture and furniture e-commerce industry? In addition to tax breaks, personnel training
and other aspects of policy support, the government part of the introduction of some policies
to facilitate the furniture business? For example, land, finance and other aspects, or simplify
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the administrative approval procedures and processes and other services?

13. Are there any official events organized by government departments to promote
exchanges among furniture enterprises? If so, what are these events and how many
participants do they attract? Do you think these activities play any role in promoting mutual
learning among furniture enterprises? What role do these activities play in promoting the
healthy development of the local furniture industry?

14. What are all the uses of digital technology and digital platforms in the furniture
industry? (VR panoramic display of Louvre, Al intelligent model room? Green screen live
broadcast?)

15. What large-scale offline exhibitions and furniture festivals have been organized? How
is the external cooperation of local furniture industry? What are the external competitors both
inside and outside the country (in terms of online and offline respectively)? What is the impact
on the local furniture industry?

16. What training and regulations are in place for furniture companies in areas such as
trademarks, patents, industry codes and standards? Is there any guidance and training on
furniture design and innovation, etc.? What are the links between enterprises and universities
(triple helix cooperation)?

17. Are there ongoing or planned industry development studies related to furniture e-
commerce? What are the benefits of clustering furniture enterprises in specific parks, and how
does this impact their development? Do you think clustering is necessarily beneficial to the
development of furniture enterprises? What are the benefits of clustering these enterprises
together? Where do you see the difference between the furniture industry and the furniture
e-commerce industry, in terms of product type? Target groups? Communication groups?
Industry knowledge? Age of entrepreneurs?

18. What are some of the biggest challenges to the furniture industry so far? Are there
any difficulties and constraints at the moment? What is the status of furniture and e-
commerce talent supply in the local city? Has the government introduced any policies to
strengthen the training of relevant talents?

19. The future development plan of the local furniture industry and the vision for further
development of furniture e-commerce? How do you see the problem of product
homogenization and mutual product copying? Is this common locally? Is there any training
or support from the government on furniture design and innovation, patent application, etc.?
What is the process of patent application?

20. How are the computer, materials, art, design, advertising, media and other industries
related to the furniture and furniture e-commerce industry growing locally? Are there any
other closely related industries? How does the development of related industries contribute
to the development of the furniture industry?

21. What is the financing environment for the furniture industry in the District? Is it easy
for furniture companies to raise start-up capital here? What is the government's attitude
towards the real estate market and challenges like the epidemic? Has it taken any measures
to support investment in the furniture industry? What measures will the government take to
support these SMEs at a time when financing is relatively difficult? What has changed as a
result of the epidemic?

List of documents
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1. Thematic planning for industrial development in the district

2. Information on the Furniture Industry Industrial Park in distrit

4. The distribution of leading furniture enterprises, furniture cities and furniture
experience halls (if any)/list

5. The Furniture Association, E-commerce Association List

6. Offline exhibitions, furniture festivals, furniture design festivals, summits and other
related information and materials

Firms

Partl: Firm as a whole (founders/partners/old backbone)

1. What is the founding year and development history of the company? Can you detail
its growth in terms of employee size and significant business changes? Basic information and
development history, founded in what year? History of the company, size of employees?
Business changes? Type of business (Private? Sole proprietorship, partnership, limited liability,
shareholding, farmers' cooperative)

2. Who are the founders of the company? What is the founder's education and specialty?
Was he or she a member of the industry before starting the business? Primary work
experience? How has their past experience and experience gained influenced the overall
direction or type preference of the company?

3. Where does the company position itself within the furniture industry's industrial
network? Specifically, where does it fit in the value chain—from development to after-sales
service? Where is the main business in the industrial value chain (development of trial
products, production of components, production of modular components, assembly, sales,
after-sales service)? Manufacturers, suppliers? Distributors? Agents? Distributors? Channels?
Design? Production? Materials? Logistics? Sales?

4. What are the main products manufactured by your company? Are these products
standard, semi-finished, or customized? How do you categorize these products in terms of
market positioning (e.g., luxury, mid-range, budget)? Is it a channel player to furniture e-
commerce or a manufacturer to furniture e-commerce? Are they non-branded products or
branded products? What are their differences? What type of furniture is it? Wooden furniture?
Tables? Sofas?

5. What are the types of production? Build-to-order, design-to-order, build-to-order,
inventory production, other? Bulk mass production, single piece small lot production, other?

6. When did the company start its online business? From which platform? Do you have
your own independent website? How is the operation different for different platforms? Do
you only do retail? Or do you do wholesale?

7. Main departments of the company, organizational structure, development model?
Does it have its own production chain? Does it have its own factory? Acquisition of rights to
use the plant as lease? Owned? Free of charge or otherwise? Do you have your own
warehouse? Showroom? Design team? Have your own logistics team? How many national
warehouses? Service providers? If it's customized, what's the pre-design service process like?
Is it your own team?

8. How to connect and interface with raw material suppliers? How to interface with online
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channels and offline channels?

9. What are the main sources of products? OEM production (OEM, OEM), own-brand
production, contract processing, others? What is the proportion of own industry chain and
outsourcing? What is the proportion of online and offline?

10. What is the online operation like? What are all the difficulties and challenges
encountered and what are the solutions? (Channel players — Distributors)? How is the
progress so far?

11. What is the main furniture that the company produces? How are samples of the
design and production shown and tested when they come out? (Exhibitions? Showroom?
Ground promotion? Invitation to visit? Online display?)

12. How long do exhibitors and market tests typically last? How is it conducted? What if
the product is for online? What are the differences between online and offline?

13. How to run e-commerce business for furniture after testing is done? Pros and cons
of self-operated and joint operation (factories and stores, design suppliers and material
suppliers), most companies' choice?

14. Is there a dedicated e-commerce operations department? Does it have its own brand
or does it also supply other e-commerce furniture companies?

15. How do | work with third-party e-commerce platforms and third-party training
organizations (customer service training, visual design training, etc.)?

16. How do you organize the product matrix online and offline?

17. How does the product delivery process work? Outsourced? Contracting for labor?
Which parts of the company are primarily under labor contracts? What are the main factors
in considering whether to enter into a labor contract or an employment contract?

18. With platforms: how to avoid the negative effects of their immense power? How can
algorithms be utilized?

19. In what ways is the platform regulated?

20. Has there been a change in open innovation, innovation approaches, and technology
trajectories? More user feedbacks?

Part2: Impact of the social environment on the stages of furniture development
(founders/partners/veteran backbones)

1. At what stage was the furniture e-commerce industry when your company was
established? How has the development of the city's furniture industry influenced your
company? Is the compe'tition fierce?

2. Government regulations and policies (version numbers, audits, other policies),
economic environment (financing conditions, improvement of living standards, popularization
of cell phones and computers, etc.), cultural environment (consumer preferences, social
awareness of furniture,), legal system (protection of intellectual property rights, legal
protection of cooperation between developers and operators)

3. What types of support—financial, land, or training—does the government provide for
the furniture and furniture e-commerce industries?

4. How has the outbreak affected all aspects of the company's growth?

5. Financing: Changes in Difficulty

6. Mainstream furniture types, changing consumer demand?
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7. How well are property rights protected?

8. Cultural environment: What are the influences of traditional culture, Chinese culture,
and Western aesthetics on furniture design and production?

9. Is it difficult to export? Technical reasons or cultural differences? Product or
organizational and operational problems?

10. How do foreign trade contacts tend to work and how are channels established?
Cross-border retail and cross-border wholesale?

Part3: Cluster economies (founders/partners/old backbone)

1. Does your company collaborate on projects with other local businesses? If so, which
companies, and what is the nature of these collaborations?

2. Does the company interact informally with other businesses in the park? For example,
some informal social events designed to facilitate the exchange of people in the park. If so,
what is the effect of the accumulation of these exchanges?

3. Are there colleges and universities around the campus? Do these colleges have an
intellectual output for furniture company design?

4. What are the benefits of a competitive partnership with other furniture companies,
centralized in one town?

5. The reasons for choosing the location of a factory include, proximity to raw materials?
Proximity to product markets? Convenient transportation? Low labor cost? Low cost of factory
building? Tax or other favorable policies? Others?

Part 4: Routines and Communication (Founder/Partner/Veteran Backbone, or HR)

1. Can you describe the organizational structure of your company's online operations?
How does this structure support your business model? How are new talents introduced? How
many of them have jumped over from other furniture companies (or related Internet or e-
commerce companies)? Are the main anchors, center controllers, operations and other
important positions filled by job-hopping or by promoting old employees from within? What
is the technical demand for these positions? Does the experience and knowledge gained by
this part of the organization in earlier companies contribute to their development process in
this company? What is the percentage of people who are recruited directly from universities,
i.e., school recruits? Does the knowledge that this group of people learns in the university
contribute to their work?

2. Is the main company recruiting network more of a relative or friend referral? Or social
recruiting school recruitment? More recruitment of traditional business born (limited to the
furniture industry or not?) Or anchor operations born? Traditional industry personnel for e-
commerce training or Internet company work experience for product training? Have done
anchor or furniture industry has done sales, other industries have done sales but eloquent
good learning power?

3. What problems may arise from the coordination and integration process with the
existing team after recruitment? How is it often handled?

4. Do employees job-hop frequently? Do employees who job-hop bring some of the
experience and practices they learned and were exposed to in their previous company to their
new company?

5. Has the company had any experience with other furniture companies in developing
designs, manufacturing and operating sales? If so, when? In terms of spatial scope, which of
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the ranges of the same park, the same city, a first-tier city, or the whole country is the main
source of cooperative companies?

6. Are the companies cooperating in these different directions in the same city? Can our
company learn some experience and knowledge from the other company in this kind of
cooperation? Is there any exchange of knowledge and experience between the two
cooperating companies in developing and designing/selling furniture in addition to
accomplishing common projects?

7. How do you think the hiring, team building process and knowledge dissemination
process differs between online and offline operations?

8. Who are the core personnel and what are the requirements for different personnel
skills, knowledge and experience? Designers, structural engineers, laborers, marketers,
assemblers? Anchors, operations, center controllers, customer service? Web design? Content
production and presentation?

9. In your opinion, which of the above items, i.e., the original work experience of the boss,
the work experience gained by the job-hopping employee from the original owner,
cooperation with other furniture companies, real-world industry networking activities, and
professional networking platforms, have a greater impact on the company's furniture product
development process?

Part5: Furniture Product Development and Operations Process (Founder/Partner/Veteran
Backbone, or Design/Marketing Operations)

1. What are the main sources of product innovation? Were the types of furniture
developed by the company the same across time? Do the types vary much?

2. Modern, minimalist, light luxury, Chinese, European, Scandinavian, American, Japanese,
Korean, Thai, popular models? Is there any difference in the way these different styles of
furniture are developed and operated?

3. What are the main factors that determine the type of furniture developed? (Market
winds? Or established technology and organizational deposits? Can it be marketed? Scale
up?)

4. What is the main job of an artisan like? Do they usually come from campus recruiting
or social recruiting? Is there a regular school-enterprise cooperation?

5. What knowledge do structural engineers need to have?

6. Who and where do innovative sources of product innovation tend to come from? The
boss? The designer? The market? The consumer? Materials? Craftsmanship? Style?

7. For the design team, what is the accumulated knowledge that can be directly applied
to the new furniture? What needs to be innovated? For innovation, how is it usually realized?
Is it a collective innovation or does the technical backbone (individual) innovate and then
spread it within the team?

Whether it's collective innovation or technical backbone innovation, what are the means
by which these people learn new skills? Through the Internet (e.g., technology forums, blogs,
QQ groups, etc.) or through the real world (furniture developer conferences, etc.)?

8. How does the accumulated experience of the previous furniture development affect
the subsequent one? And what are the aspects that need to be innovated? Can you give an
example?

9. If it is your own production chain, how do designers, modelers, and material engineers
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coordinate to improve the product during the development process? Communication style
and process?

10. Do employees normally attend any real-world in-circle (industry) networking events?
If so, which ones? Which scope is more important: park, city, national, global? For example,
what is the role of professional knowledge exchange seminars organized in the park,
experience exchange among furniture developers in the City, national furniture design
conferences, exhibitions, furniture design competitions, etc. in exchanging experience among
designers? What kind of intra-circle exchange activities are there?

11. Professional network exchange platform, have you joined some professional furniture
industry exchange platform? If yes, which ones? What is the role of these platforms for inter-
company exchanges? For example, furniture design QQ group, furniture exhibition planning
group, regional furniture exhibition WeChat group, industry exchange website, etc. What is
the role of these industry exchange platforms for the exchange of experience between
designers?

12. For knowledge transfer within the team, is it generally through virtual means (e.g.,
intra-company chat software, etc.) or through real means (group meetings, direct consulting
for problems encountered in the project)?

Industrial Park Management Committee

1. Can you describe the distribution and developmental history of the industrial parks,
specifically focusing on the furniture industry's growth within them?

2. What measures have been taken by the Park Management Committee and Office to
attract furniture industry to settle here? What are the main responsibilities of the Park
Management Committee?

3. How is the current business development in the park? Approximately how many new
furniture companies move in each year?

4. What specific initiatives has the park undertaken to support and cultivate furniture
enterprises, and what have been the observable effects of these initiatives?

5. How does the park foster cooperation between resident enterprises, and are there any
specific formal or informal activities to promote this?

6. Do you think clustering is necessarily beneficial to furniture companies? What are the
benefits of clustering these firms together? What kind of exchange activities do furniture
enterprises have with each other, and in what way do they disseminate and exchange
knowledge? Is the reason for more enterprises to cluster here more to enjoy the policy
support for entrepreneurial enterprises in the park, or to share information?

7. What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of government-led clusters
compared to spontaneously formed clusters?

Association

1. Could you please list the various e-commerce and furniture associations, chambers of
commerce, and training institutes present in the area?

2. What is the nature of the Association? What are the main divisions? What are their
responsibilities? What are the main day-to-day duties of the association and what groups of
people does it reach?
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3. What events have been organized? Competitions? Can you provide some information?
What are the ways to reach new people, what are the ways to connect to the network, what
are the ways to maintain the network?

4. Membership requirements? What is the form of association membership? How many
members are there? Who is the president? What did the president do previously?

5. What platforms are e-commerce merchants mainly on? Taobao? Pinduoduo? Alibaba?
What is the approximate percentage? Are there any relevant documents?

6. How has the emergence of Douyin as an emerging e-commerce platform influenced
the local e-commerce industry? Currently, how many local Netflix incubators, live short video
operating companies? Is there a trend of switching from Taobao e-commerce to Douyin e-
commerce fast hand e-commerce?

7. What types of stakeholders do you engage with, including e-commerce companies,
suppliers, and educational institutions, and how do you facilitate these interactions? What is
the difference between dealing with different groups of people to get in touch and maintain
contact?

8. Is there any relevant communication Wechat group that | can join?

Individual employees

1. How long have you been working in this industry, and do you have experience in other
industries? What are your main responsibilities? What qualities are required?
2. Can you describe a typical day at work and how you balance it with your personal life?

Appendix 3 Furniture cluster Interview (Additional)

Crisis and Resilience

1. Can you provide an overview of the furniture industry's development since 2008? What
have been the key challenges, difficulties, and opportunities encountered during this period?

2. Since the rise of e-commerce in 2008, how has the furniture e-commerce sector
evolved? What specific challenges and opportunities have shaped its development?

3. What is the current state of the local furniture and e-commerce industry? How would
you describe its momentum and what are the primary challenges it faces today?

4. How have various factors such as e-commerce platforms, environmental policies, the
US-China trade war, Covid-19, crisis in the real estate market, and the broader economic
downturn impacted the local furniture industry? Can you detail the responses and strategies
implemented by the government, industry associations, and businesses to address these
impacts?
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