
Published:  Klepers, A. (2010). Problems of Creating Micro-Clu sters in 
Small-Scale Tourism Destinations (pp. 51–61). In Potential of Tourism. 
Szczecin: Uniwersytet Szczecinski. (ISSN: 1640-6818 ; ISSN: 1644-0501).  
NB! Page numeration isn’t as in the original. 

 
 

 51 

Problems of Creating Micro-Clusters in Small-Scale Tourism Destinations 
Mg. geogr. Andris Klepers, andris.klepers@va.lv 

University of Latvia, Faculty of Geography and Earth Sciences 

Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences, Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality 
Management, Latvia  

Abstract 

Local economic development and growth is the main concern not only of small businesses, 

but also of the public sector in rural societies. This article analyzes processes occurring in 

small-scale tourism destinations that conform to spatial micro-cluster criteria and researches 

the spatial volume of these structures. A case study of Lake Usma in Latvia has been used. 

A large concentration of related tourism businesses in geographic proximity in small-scale 

rural tourism destinations does not guarantee emergence of micro-clusters and active 

networking. However, there is a potential to stimulate networking, and daily driving distance 

as an argument for spatial measurement of the micro-clusters was found, indicating further 

avenues of research are necessary.  
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Introduction  

The issues of promotion of local economic development or tourism growth on the micro-scale 

do not have simple answers. Local economic developement and growth is the main concern 

not only of small businesses, but also of the public sector in rural societies. Rural tourism in 

the post-Soviet countries has developed partially on improvement of the basis accumulated 

during these times. In most cases, entrepreneurs (average age of the rural tourism entrepreneur 

in Latvia is 44.5 years (n = 194) according to the author’s research) involved in rural tourism 

have some experience of the Soviet collectivisation policy – the establishment and pseudo-

activity of kolkhozy. Today these processes are often interpreted in a negative sense. 

Therefore, shares of private capital, knowledge and income are challenging in rural societies. 

Despite that, small-scale “cooperation & competition” strategies as an overall tendency are 

becoming more brought into effect in different sectors. Do the entrepreneurs accept the so-

called co-opetition idea or are there any obstacles holding them back from achieving larger 

objectives? The objective of this article is to analyze processes occurring in small-scale 

destinations that conform to tourism micro-cluster criteria and to research the spatial volume 

of these structures. Post-soviet countries in general have had a very good tradition of 
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regionalization of tourism based on resources and planned tourist flows; yet the social 

processes have not been reflected in the geography of tourism. As the German geographer 

Schamp says, “social sciences in particular have a great role to play in explaining the 

contemporary processes of economic geography today”.1 Another aspect here is 

communication across distances, which is encouraged by new technological tools, but also 

slowed down by the lack of a reliable road infrastructure and administrative boundaries. 

Theoretical Substantiation 

Clustering and networking is difficult to analyze because it is an amalgamation of geographic, 

social and psychological processes. There are different views on the size and form of the 

cluster of tourism services. Can we identify the size and approximate boundaries of the 

cluster? Probably it is not a major problem – because of the informal character of the cluster it 

is a subject to change. At the same time, it is important to see it more accurately defined when 

we speak about promotion of tourism destinations – what size of territory should we promote 

and how to organize that? Hence, social networking and clustering can be perceived as one of 

the most useful insights for organising tourism destinations on a local scale. Defining the 

destination, Davidson and Maitland have mentioned an “active private sector” as one of the 

important characteristics for recognizing tourism destinations.2 Hall added direction to that 

activity of private sector advising to ability of supporting tourism marketing and planning 

initiatives.3 

Post-structuralist approach to places and spaces of tourism considers their presentation, 

production and consumption to be a socio-cultural process.4 Place is not something “out 

there” but it is socially constructed and therefore unstable, fluid and not fixed.5 Discussion 

about measurement and borders of any spatial element becomes unnecessary when the 

concept of space is a fuzzy logic element with vague boundaries. That is supported by 

Michael, who calls perceptions of regionality “artificial”. 6 However, from the perspective of 

                                                 
1 Schamp, E. W. (2000). Vernetzte Produktion. Industriegeographie aus institutioneller Perspektive. Darmstadt: 

Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft Darmstadt, p. 5. 
 

2 Davidson, R., & Maitland, R. (1997). Tourism destinations. London: Hodder & Stoughton. 
 

3 Hall, C. M. (2000). Tourism Planning. Policies, Processes and Relationships. Singapore: Pearson Education. 
 

4 Darcy, S., & Small, J. (2008). Theorizing Precincts: Disciplinary Perspectives. In B. Hayllar, T. Griffin & D. 
Edwards (Eds.), City Spaces – Tourist Places: Urban Tourism Precincts (pp. 63-93). Oxford: Elsevier. 

 

5 Blunt, A., & Rose, G. (1994). Introduction: women’s colonial and postcolonial geographies. In A. Blunt & G. 
Rose (Eds.), Writing Women and Space: Colonial and Postcolonial Geographies (pp. 1-25). New York: 
The Guilford Press. 

6 Michael, E. (2007). Micro-Clusters and Networks: The Growth of Tourism (1st ed.). Oxford: Elsevier Science. 
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marketing it can be important. Here, the positivists’ “mind mapping” approach7;8;9 can be 

used in regard to segmentation. From the marketing perspective, to accept administrative 

borders as the only logical framework to be analyzed is to ignore the demand principles – 

tourists’ perception of place. Business networks are created disregarding the administrative 

borders of various areas, creating a different view of space, calling some areas “my territory” 

and “extraneous territory”. That leads to spatial analysis of the size of the cluster. Are 

clustering of the space and tourists’ perceptions of the same space related?  

Porter defined a cluster as a group of companies, suppliers, service providers and institutions 

that are interrelated in a single sector, are in geographic proximity and engage both in 

mutual competition and co-operation.10 According to Michael geographic co-location may 

well be a necessary condition for effective clustering to occur, but it is not sufficient by itself. 

Furthermore, he speaks about co-location pools that could be interpreted both from the point 

of view of economy and space.11 Law says that cluster can be defined as a group of firms in a 

geographically concentrated space which are linked through a focus on a particular activity 

and which gain their strength and potential for growth through those links.12 Kelly adopts the 

same idea for city precincts.13 Besides spatial barriers we can also recognize limitations to 

informal cooperation. Some of these barriers are related to administrative and political 

boundaries in the destination, the blending of core and peripheral stakeholders, financial and 

administrative support to cluster formation, physical barriers or the absence of a 

champion.14;15 Describing various industrial clusters, the geographical nearness as an 

                                                 
7 Pearce, P. L. (1977). Mental souvenirs: a study of tourists and their city maps. Australian Journal of 

Psychology, 29(3), 203-210. 
 

8 Fridgen, J. D. (1987). Use of Cognitive Maps to Determine Perceived Tourism Region. Leisure Sciences 9, 
101–117. 

 

9 Walmsley, D. J., & Jenkins, J. M. (1992). Tourism cognitive mapping of unfamiliar environments. Annals of 
Tourism Research, 19(2), 268-286. 

 

10 Porter, M. E. (1990). The Competitive Advantage of Nations. New York: The Free Press. 
 

11 Compare: Michael, Micro-Clusters and Networks. 
 

12 Law, C. M. (2002). Urban tourism: The Visitor Economy and the Growth of Large Cities (2nd ed.). London: 
Continuum. 

 

13 Kelly, I. (2008). Precincts within the Urban Form: Relationships with the City. In B. Hayllar, T. Griffin & D. 
Edwards (Eds.), City Spaces – Tourist Places: Urban Tourism Precincts (pp. 107-127). Oxford: Elsevier. 

 

14 Mitchel, R., & Schreiber C. (2007). Wine Tourism Networks and Clusters: Operation and Barriers in New 
Zealand. In B. Hayllar, T. Griffin & D. Edwards (Eds.), City Spaces – Tourist Places: Urban Tourism 
Precincts (pp. 79-106). Oxford: Elsevier. 

15 Klepers, A., & Rozīte, M. (2009). The Regional Development of Tourism and the Emergence of Clusters in 
Latvia: The Example of Sigulda. In Ăeogrāfiski Raksti // Folia Geographica XIV. Riga: Latvian 
Geographical Society, 24-37. 

 



Published:  Klepers, A. (2010). Problems of Creating Micro-Clu sters in 
Small-Scale Tourism Destinations (pp. 51–61). In Potential of Tourism. 
Szczecin: Uniwersytet Szczecinski. (ISSN: 1640-6818 ; ISSN: 1644-0501).  
NB! Page numeration isn’t as in the original. 

 
 

 54 

important criterion is often ignored, clustering together firms even several hundred kilometres 

apart,16 in size of a regional administrative entity like Bavaria,17 within several local 

authorities.18 

Michael focuses on the contribution of the cluster and network theory to the analysis and 

promotion of growth and local economic development in small tourism destinations.19 He 

writes that the cluster and network theory is a tool, among other strategic and analytical tools, 

for policy practices and regional economic development and growth. 

The notion of micro-cluster is defined as 

“geographic concentration of a small number of firms in a cohesive local 

environment, where the complementary interaction between those firms 

contributed to an enhanced level of local specialisation”.20 

The micro-cluster approach is based on the assumption that successful micro-clustering 

“might deliver superior community benefits in comparison with more traditional growth pole 

strategies”.21 The concept of growth poles developed in the 1960s tried to deal with links 

between economic growth and spatial structures. One of the basic ideas in this concept of 

growth poles is that innovations are interrupted in time and space and that growth starts from 

the larger centre, which is linked with a higher density of population.22;23 Therefore, the 

micro-cluster approach is useful because small communities take control of the development 

process and create their own regional competitive advantage.  

However, some criticism here comes from the doubt about the possibilities to stimulate 

cluster formation and present clear solutions.24 Weidenfeld, Butler and Williams argue that 

                                                 
16 BoroĦenko, V. (2009). The Role of Clusters in the Development of Regional Copetitiveness. Summary of the 

Doctoral Thesis. Jelgava: Latvijas Lauksaimniecības Universitāte. 
17 Genosko, J. (2006). Clusterentwicklung in Bayern – Probleme und Perspektiven der Umsetzung. In H. 

Pechlaner, E. Fischer & E., Hammann (Hrsg.), Standortwettbewerb und Tourismus : Regionale 
Erfolgsstrategien (S. 61-77). Berlin: Erich Scmidt Verlag. 

 

18 Mitchel, R., & Schreiber C. (2007). Wine Tourism Networks and Clusters: Operation and Barriers in New 
Zealand. In B. Hayllar, T. Griffin & D. Edwards (Eds.), City Spaces – Tourist Places: Urban Tourism 
Precincts (pp. 79-106). Oxford: Elsevier. 

19 Michael, E. (2007). Micro-Clusters and Networks: The Growth of Tourism (1st ed.). Oxford: Elsevier Science. 
 

20 Compare: Michael, Micro-Clusters and Networks, p. 2-3. 
 

21 Compare: Michael, Micro-Clusters and Networks, p. 128. 
 

22 Lasuen, J. R. (1969). On Growth Poles. Urban Studies 6(2), 137-161. 
 

23 Paelinck, J. H. P. (1977). Über Wachstum und Wachstumslenkungen. Investitionen, Industriensiedlungen, 
Güterverflechtungen. Karlsruhe: Institut Wirtschaftspolitik und Wirtschaftsforschung der Universität 
Karlsruhe. 

 

24 Campos, M. J. Z. (2009). A Review of “Micro-clusters and Networks: the Growth of Tourism”, Journal of 
Sustainable Tourism, 17:4, 525-528. 
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cumulative attraction or compatibility is a powerful factor for decisions about the location of 

retail outlets, stressing that studies largely ignore the impact of spatial and thematic clustering 

on compatibility between tourism businesses.25 According to Lynch and Morisson networks 

and networking are seen as mechanisms to enhance competitiveness and growth in 

destinations, the basis that might lead to the creation of a business cluster.26 The concepts of 

networking (formal, semi-formal and informal) and the role of trust are explored to explain 

co-operative behaviour of small tourism firms. The evolution of informal networks and the 

consequent strengthening of social capital and trust are seen as the basis for potential formal 

networks and cluster formation. Case studies show how networks can operate as trust-

building mechanisms.27 Among the forms of clustering,28 diagonal clustering is common 

practice in local destinations. That provides a solution how to turn competition into a united 

power to raise the competitiveness of the destination in general. That is well characterized 

with a culinary metaphor by Brandenburger and Nalebuff: 

“Thinking complements is a different way of thinking about business. It’s about 

finding ways to make the pie bigger rather than fighting with competitors over a fixed 

pie. To benefit from this insight, think about how to expand the pie by developing 

new complements or making existing complements more affordable.”29 

They have also used the term “co-opetition”,30 describing hybrid behaviour comprising 

competition and cooperation at the same time, which is widely described by several scholars 

that try to give more insights into this phenomenon. 31;32;33 

                                                 
25 Weidenfeld, A., Butler, R. W., & Williams, A. M. (2009). Clustering and Compatibility between Tourism 

Attractions. International Journal of Tourism Research, 1-16. Retrieved from: 
www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/10009388/home 

 

26 Lynch, P., & Morisson, A. (2007). The Role of Networks. In E. Michael (Ed.), Micro-Clusters and Networks: 
The Growth of Tourism (1st ed., pp. 43-63). Oxford: Elsevier Science. 

 

27 Compare: Lynch & Morisson, The Role of Networks. 
 

28 Michael, E. (2007). Micro-Clusters and Networks: The Growth of Tourism (1st ed.). Oxford: Elsevier Science. 
29 Brandenburger, A. M., & Nalebuff, B. J. (1996). Co-opetition (Foreword ed.). New York: Currency 

Doubleday, p. 14-15. 
 

30 Compare: Brandenburger & Nalebuff, Co-opetition. 
 

31 Lado, A. A., Boyd, N., & Hanlon, S. C. (1997). Competition, Cooperation, and the Search for Economic 
Rents: A Syncretic Model. Academy of Management Review, 22(1), 110-141. 

 

32 Gnyawali, D. R., & Madhavan, R. (2001). Cooperative Networks and Competitive Dynamics: A Structural 
Embeddedness Perspective. Academy of Management Review, 26(3), 431-445. 

 

33 Dagnino, G. B., & Padula, G. (2002). Coopetition Strategy a new kind of Interfirm Dynamics for Value 
Creation. Retrieved Januar 10, 2010 from: http://www.altruists.org/static/files/coopetition%20strategy.pdf 
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As the discussion above shows, it is clear that clustering can be one of the solutions to raise 

competitiveness of small-scale rural tourism destinations. Due to criticism of the possibilities 

to stimulate clustering, a case study was carried out to analyze processes. 

Methods 

Micro-cluster analysis was chosen to research options to enhance the level of economic 

opportunity for a rural community. It included in-depth interviews with local entrepreneurs to 

research the strength of networking and basis for co-opetition within a micro-cluster. Content 

analysis of websites of the businesses of the respondents revealed how formal the co-

operation is. At the same time, mind-mapping of tourists was carried out – i.e., an 

investigation of how the tourists perceive the places. The cognitive mapping and perceptual 

regionalization method based on Fridgen’s advice34 gave some insights into marketing 

segmentation strategies. Altogether 97 tourists in various sights of the Lake Usma destination 

were interviewed. The bulk of them were family members (48%) and small groups of friends 

(45%) – in total 428 visitors mostly from the capital city (42%).  

Lake Usma– the second largest lake of Latvia – was used as a case study to analyse micro-

cluster processes. There were several criteria for choosing this place:  

a) the area is distant from larger towns and tourist attractions;  

b) the area has had a significant tourism growth within the last 15 years;  

c) the area is located in periphery of three different administrative counties – it is 

administratively fragmented; 

d) the territory does not have any specific characteristics that could prevent the results 

from being generalized about other small-scale destinations. 

Research was done in the tourism season of 2009.  

Results and Discussion 

Lake Usma can be identified as a small-scale destination with the area of 120 km2 mainly 

experiencing domestic tourism flows. Similar areas are found in any other country. There are 

19 different places of accommodation offering approx. 700 beds located in geographic 

proximity (see Figure 1). Every place also offers different primary tourist attractions: angling, 

boating, sailing, wellness and SPAs, etc. The lake, the homogeneity of the surrounding 

                                                 
34 Fridgen, J. D. (1987). Use of Cognitive Maps to Determine Perceived Tourism Region. Leisure Sciences 9, 
101–117. 
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landscape, concentration of entrepreneurship are promising prerequisites for a spatial structure 

of the micro-cluster. 

 

Figure 1. Location of accommodation in the Lake Usma destination  

Tourists confirmed that the place is generally perceived as a destination separate from other 

tourism centres (52%). Three other spatial perceptions were identified (about 20% of opinions 

each) including a lake destination with one of the nearest towns in a distance of 22 km (Figure 

2). Perceptions were differently influenced by experience, interests, direction of driving and 

less by gender and age. Approx. half of the tourists (44.8%) had returned to the area 

repeatedly, having good impressions about the place. However, 54% could not recognize the 

administrative county where they stayed overnight, but from the rest that were well-informed, 

22% recognized it false. According to the perceptions of the destination, we get more 

arguments for the place promotion tactics. 
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Figure 2. The perceptual region of Lake Usma  

In contrast, management of the destination is much more complex. Since the destination spans 

three municipalities, promotion activities are carried out by tourist information centres located 

in the nearest towns in a distance of 22 kilometres or are fragmented and performed by every 

single business entity. Informal networking and clustering is very weak. Two nuclei of 

diagonal clustering were identified as well as a few horizontal clustering examples in the 

accommodation sector. Cooperation is evident in the high season in cases of overbooking, 

mainly when the tourist flows are usually shared by the nearest competitors. However, 

content analyses of websites did not confirm that, which proved the informal character of any 

cooperation. Only two cases out of 19 indicated a partnership with others nearby. 

Entrepreneurs mainly do not associate with their colleagues in the opposite bank of the lake 

even if there is just a few kilometre distance in-between. Boats are not used as means of 

transport to establish communication yet, and because of the less inhabited peripheries of the 

municipalities, the poor state of the road infrastructure is a physical factor slowing down any 

active contacts. The first step to establish promotion of the lake as a single destination has 
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been misused. Co-operation ceased after the first formal meeting and the first published 

brochure that received financial support to encourage clustering. 

The main barriers for co-opetition strategies indicated by entrepreneur in the interviews are 

the following: 

1) an unsatisfactory road infrastructure; 

2) non-existing traditions of co-operation or negative experience of the Soviet model 

of kolkhozy;  

3) distrust of the quality of the product of the potential partners and their attitude to 

clients; 

4) lack of communication between local and non-local entrepreneur; 

5) misinterpretation of competitiveness and business secrets; 

6) envy of leaders and a tendency to restrained individualism, which probably is 

related to the mentality of the nation. 

That proves that stimulation by way of enhanced communication and some financial support 

for activities implemented together is not enough. At the same time, the respondents rated 

willingness to co-operate more by 7.6 points out of 10, boosting hope for micro-clustering in 

future (including some sceptics). The size of the destination is adequate for the structure of a 

micro-cluster, allowing physical communication in order to establish good relationships and 

increase trust in co-opetition. Daily routes to the nearest centres (different places depending 

on the location at the lake) of services covered 22 kilometres on average, which is an optimal 

distance for physical communication to encourage trust and informal deals. Nevertheless, the 

distance also points to some limitations to stimulating a micro-cluster environment. One of 

the main requirements to make networking stronger is good road infrastructure. That allows 

for even more potential of the new communication technologies to expand. Nevertheless, as 

the only factor for establishing trust and a basis for fruitful networking, expansion of 

technologies is regarded with distrust in this rural society at the moment. 

 

Conclusions 

1. Concentration of related tourism businesses in geographic proximity in small-scale 

rural tourism destinations does not guarantee emergence of micro-clusters and active 

networking. 
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2. The optimal size of the micro-cluster should not exceed the daily driving distances of 

the entrepreneur since physical communication is of great value in this rural society. 

However, further research regarding that is necessary. 

3. There are different obstacles to networking, some of them physical like the lack of a 

reliable road infrastructure; nevertheless, social barriers dominate. That gives more 

credibility to pro-micro-cluster arguments – it is clear that micro-clustering can help 

solve the issues pertaining to social barriers. 

4. The perceptual regionalization method can give some valuable insights into the 

marketing possibilities of the destination. 

5. The analyzed example does not give a clear answer to the doubts about the possibility 

to engage the entrepreneur’s interest efficiently in the idea that a micro-cluster and co-

opetition strategies can bring success to every participant. Further research should be 

undertaken. Existence of organised micro-cluster activities in tourism destinations 

fosters higher development level of the destination promotion than without micro-

cluster activities. 


