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Abstract:

Narrating the Triple Helix concept in 'weak' regions

This article aims to critically discuss the positive narrative surrounding the Triple Helix concept as a model for development in “weak” regions, i.e. regions with badly developed structural conditions, e.g. weak industry, absence of universities, low educational level, high unemployment and problematic public health. The positive narrative has three elements; a) economic growth be designed and managed, b) government, industry and university are independent and equal actors, but connected to each other by a strong interest in creating economic growth and c) Triple Helix co-operation is the key factor in creating economic growth. In contrast, a negative narrative can be told about Triple Helix co-operation where the positive statements are questioned or even negated. We claim that existing, problematic structural preconditions should be taken into consideration when applying the Triple Helix concept in weak regions. In other words, trying to imitate Silicon Valley or Route 128 success stories in weak regions can be harmful. One important difference is that structurally strong regions have a long history in developing institutional arrangements and structural resources, necessary when building competitive clusters. Weak regions do not have the same prerequisites, not even the Triple Helix actors are the same as in strong regions. One implication is that the context has to be taken into account when using the Triple Helix concept in different settings. 

Empirically we base our paper on two longitudinal case studies in Sweden; one of them situated in the 'weak' countryside and the other in 'weak' suburbs within a university city. Both cases can be described as crisis-areas. In both cases the government has initiated programs trying to break the negative trends. The explicit aim is to create growth by organising strong links between university, industries and local governments. By doing this the Triple Helix actors imitate successful Triple Helix stories. However, in these complex processes of imitation, the actors are translating the concept in order to respond to local and unique prerequisites. In the article we will further analyse these translations and their implications for a) the Triple Helix concept, and b) development processes in 'weak' regions

Triple Helix as a manifestation of collective knowledge 

During the 1990’ies, notions as ”national innovation systems” (e.g. Lundvall, 1992, Nelson, 1993,) and ”learning economy” (OECD, 1996) were introduced, thereby breaking the neo-classical focus on individuals and single companies, instead giving more attention to collective action, also significant for terms as “network” (Castells, 1996), “cluster” (Porter, 1990), “regional innovation systems” (Cooke, 1996). The classic production forces for economic growth – land, labour and capital – are challenged by a fourth, and maybe more important, the force of collective knowledge and learning (Castells, 1996). Though empirical evidence for the existence of new knowledge through collective learning is weak, we know that barriers exist in “mode 1” systems (Gibbons et al, 1994). Therefore, the need for co-operation is widely recognised, not only between academic disciplines as shown by Galison (1987) and others, but also between companies and between researchers and practitioners in a “mode 2” order. 

The Triple Helix concept can be seen as an expression of such a trend. In this concept, a dynamic helix pattern of connections between three spheres – university, industry and government – evolves over time (Leydersdorff and Etzikowitz, 1998). Changes occur in each of these spheres, e.g. new technologies are introduced in companies, governments are pushing universities to support themselves and develop entrepreneurial strategies, and governments are acting on an international, rather than simply a national, level. Thus, the spheres are strongly influencing each other, e.g. universities are becoming more of consultants, governments are acting more like companies and companies are setting up universities and research centres. Networks are set up involving the three spheres in common projects aiming at develop economic growth in functional or administrative regions. In this process, mutual expectations are being tested and changed. Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (200) illustrated the concept of Triple Helix with this configuration:





Fig. 1. The Triple Helix Model of University-Industry-Government relations. In between there are tri-lateral networks and hybrid organisations.
Historically, the Triple Helix concept has connections with earlier studies how industry co-operates in order to create strong and lasting economic environments (e.g. Schumpeter, 1966). The problem of creating economic growth can be regarded as eternal, but the solutions change over time. Triple Helix concept can be  seen as the current hype.  In Sweden for example, the government has set up a research organisation called VINNOVA aimed at govern and fund research focusing on studies of innovation systems. In government analysis the policy for regional development is rapidly changing (SOU 2000:39). Traditionally, it has been a government responsibility to support weak regions. Today it is a responsibility for each region – strong or weak – to organise Triple Helix-like arrangements in order to create industrial clusters / innovation systems / economic growth from a starting point in local analysis, e.g. SWOT-analyses. In order to develop regional competitiveness, the Triple Helix concept seems to be the leading model, at least in Sweden. For example, VINNOVA is currently arranging a competition between innovation system concepts in Swedish regions, where the winners will be guaranteed financial resources for ten years. A prerequisite is that the innovation system concepts shall take the Triple Helix idea into account. To secure this process, VINNOVA arrange education in how to use and develop the Triple Helix concept. A prerequisite for industrial clusters are trust based on dependence between companies. Trust should be regarded as a key element in the “social capital” existing in a society (Putnam 1997, 1999). Since companies are “embedded” in communities, trust evolves over time as a result of co-operation between sectors in the society – the government, industry and the civic society. 

In short, the Triple Helix concept can be seen as an up-to-date concept – interactive, collective, evolving – focusing on processes and subjects right in the heart of economic politics. Thus the concept should be critically examined. In this article we claim that the Triple Helix concept is rhetorically powerful but vague concept and therefore problematic when one tries to implement it. 

The positive narrative of Triple Helix – statements and critique

In order to be successful, every management concept is spread as a positive narrative (Knights, 2002). The positive Triple Helix narrative can be summarized in three statements:

1. Economic growth in regions can be designed and managed.

2. Industry, government and university are equal and independent partners, but connected to each other by a strong interest in creating economic growth. 

3. Economic growth is the result of collaboration between industry, government and university. Therefore, Triple Helix co-operation is the key factor in regional development. 

However, all these statements can be questioned. The first of them has been debated quite intensively – can economic growth in regions be designed and managed or do they develop spontaneously and only in specific historical and organisational contexts? Here we have no clear answers, although we have believers as Etzkowitz (1997) and doubters as Gibbons (1994). The same goes for the last statement, as evidence for the effectiveness of Triple Helix co-operation is weak.

The second statement have been discussed by Etzkowitz and Leydersdorrf (2000) and labelled as three policy models of Triple Helix. In Model 1 both industry and academia are depending parts of the sovereign nation state as in the former Soviet Union. This model is currently regarded as a failure, giving too little room for innovation and bottom-up initiatives. In Model 2 the three actors are separated from each other and by building strong borders becoming independent and equal, the former ideal model in countries like the U.S. and Sweden. Model 2 give room for initiative but not good preconditions for innovation, since the three actors are separated from each other. Most countries and regions are therefore trying to attain a Model 3, where the three actors are both independent and dependent on each other. By overlapping institutional spheres, a knowledge infrastructure is created, necessary for growth to occur. However, the Model 3 has been criticized by researchers who argue that the model is not to be regarded as instrumental in the sense that it can be used to design and implement co-operation and triple helices (e.g. Uhlin, 2001). Furthermore, a knowledge infrastructure formed by industry, government and university could as well be regarded as a coalition with unequal and diverging actors. If so, the triple might have other interests than creating economic growth. In the positive narrative, the statement is taken for granted and instead, the controversy is focused on who should take the leading role. Etzkowitz et al argue that universities should play the leading role since they are designed to produce knowledge, a key aspect of creating innovation in knowledge based society (Etzkowitz et al, 2000). Lundvall and Nelson, studying national systems of innovations, argues that industry should play the leading role since real, competitive innovations has to be produced in and between companies – government and universities therefore should act as supporters (Lundvall, 1988; Nelson, 1993). Others are defending the idea of government as a superior part in the Triple Helix since government arranges the institutional framework in which all co-operation take place, e.g. education systems, infrastructure, taxes etc (Uhlin, 2001). 

The debate reveals that the three actors have different roles in the processes of co-operation. But the question of differences can be taken one step further – one can argue that the actors have not only different roles, but also different interests, in creating economic growth. Each actor has many goals and interests – consequently priorities have to be made, explicitly or implicitly. Empirical evidence is not strong that all three actors give high priority to co-operation in order to create economic growth. One reason for this is that co-operation is a risky business. Even when having excellent preconditions in creating economic development, i.e. in knowledge-intensive regions with competitive industries, research-based universities and well functioning education systems as well as a competent local government, Triple Helix co-operation can result in failure – Triple Helix co-operation guarantee no success, whatever circumstances. 

In weak regions, i.e. with obsolete industry, local government far from political power, few and poor public institutions, low standard education systems and universities located outside the region, the task at stake is seldom to create high technology innovation systems, mainly due to lacking competencies. Instead, Triple Helix-like co-operation aim at making the weak region less weak, e.g. by strengthen local industry in one way or another and at best create some economic growth. Hence, the task at stake does not seem so complicated. Furthermore, in weak regions there is a clear threat – co-operate or close down the industry, the region etc. So, there are reasons to believe that the preconditions for Triple Helix co-operation are better in weak than in strong regions. This paper deals mainly with the following over-all question: how does the Triple Helix concept function in “weak” regions? In order to discuss that question we first intend to answer the following questions:

· Can economic growth in weak regions be designed and managed?

· Are government, industry and university in weak regions equal and independent partners, but connected to each other by a strong interest in creating economic growth?

· Are economic growths the result of collaboration between industry, government and university? Is Triple Helix co-operation the key factor in regional development.

Triple Helix co-operation in weak regions

As mentioned, the Triple Helix concept is a rhetorically powerful, but vague concept. Basically it can be seen as a metaphor on a meta-level expressing a general wish in society to create constant innovation and economic growth by getting all knowledge- and power-intensive actors to act in the same direction. But in the same way as Czarniawska (2001) describes the concept of action-net as not having any analytical power, we argue that the concept of Triple Helix concept does not have any analytical capability. It is a 'shoe-box concept' (Latour, 1998), but hopefully a 'sensitising concept' (Blumer, 1954). There is no theory about TH, but the concept can help us building a theory about something interesting concerning the phenomena of dynamical innovation within society. The concept can fore-structure an empirical material, useful when to decide which analytical tool to use. In this paper we choose a political model of different interests (Lindblom, 1972; Morgan, 1986)

Co-operation implies that ways must be found to create order and directions among actors with potentially diverse and conflicting interests. By recognising co-operation as intrinsically political processes, much can be learned about the relation between institutions in a dynamic society. In addition, we can also learn about the problems and legitimacy of knowledge as a process of governance. The political model can also be used to unravel the politics of day-to-day organisational life. Most people readily admit in private that wheeling and dealing surround them, where different actor attempts to advocate and advance specific interests. The idea that co-operation are supposed to be rational enterprises, in which actors seek common goals and optimise means to reach the goals, tends to discourage discussion of political motive. Politics should not only be seen as dirty business. Politics and politicking is an essential aspect of organisational life and not necessary a dysfunctional extra (Morgan, 1986). Where interests are divergent, we must provide a means of allowing actors to reconcile their differences through consultation and negotiation. Politics provide a means of creating order out of diversity. Knowledge is, as known, power, but power is also knowledge (Foucault, 1980). Therefore one must, from a political perspective, take the context in consideration and analyse different interests in order to understand conflicts, tensions and management of meanings. For example, who has formal authority; who controls structural factors that define the stage of action; who controls scarce resources as time, money, knowledge, information and attentions; who control the boundaries between organisations?

State, industry and academia increasingly subscribe to the value and virtues of co-operation. In this paper we take it as a starting point, but we view it as problematic. Co-operation has been extended to a wide range of policy sectors – regional development, industry, environment, health care, urban and city planning. This growth of interest in co-operation is uncontested, but its virtues and achievements are not. Co-operation is complex, dynamic and ambiguous. It means different things to different institutional actors, e.g. depending on status of power or view of independence. Those in power often regard co-operation as uniquely valuable in addressing what has to be done in a changing world. Those without power see it as a way of distracting attention from many economic, legal, institutional and financial constraints that powerless organisations in post modern societies face. Hence, achieving the ideal of synergetic co-operation is not easy, since it requires integration between different logics. For example, the logics and interests are not coherent in:

· Public versus private – and both these versus community – sector.

· One policy sector versus another, e.g. the education sector, the welfare taxation sector and the economic development sector. 

· National government versus local government.

· University versus government.

We claim that the Triple Helix concept has to be elaborated differently in weak regions, since the conditions for a knowledge-based society are not equally distributed and do not exist in all regions. Since the basic conditions for Triple Helix co-operation are lacking in weak regions, we also claim that designing and organising collaboration in a Triple Helix manner has to consider those prerequisites. Finally, we claim that the role of the university in tri-lateral hybrids is different in weak regions. 
Action research in messy situations 

During the last few years the authors of this paper have been involved as university professionals in government attempts to create regional growth in economically problematic areas of different types. In both cases the interplay between government and universities lead to contracts where research teams committed themselves to act in a mixed role as process consultants, evaluators and researchers. In the Dalsland case the project was initiated by a sudden closedown of a large production plant, seen as a threat to long-term survival of the whole region. In the Suburb case the project was one in a row of attempts from the state to deal with social and economic problems in big city suburbs dominated by refugees and immigrants from third world nations. 

Both cases were longitudinal. In the Dalsland case the university has been involved since 1999. The Suburb case started late 2001 and will continue some years. Since the Suburb case is new it has not yet been analysed in reports, but the Dalsland case have been described in some Swedish reports (Trägårdh, 2001, Edström & Wass 2002, Trägårdh 2002). However, the economic growth problems in both regions already have a history, reported in publications (Berger, 1965; Herlitz, Johansson & Olsson, 1998). Those reports are part of our pre-understanding 

Being the university part of a development process aiming at solving practical problems in society is a complicated matter in at least two aspects. The first is connected to the type of problem at stake. There are no simple solutions to the complex problem of regional growth, since the character of the situations best can be described as ambiguous and changing (Weick, 1995, pp 91-100), e.g. the nature of the problem is unclear and shifting, any one “problem” is intertwined with other messy and fuzzy problems. The development work can seldom be guided by coherent and clearly defined goals, at least not in the long run. Hence, people involved are unsure what success in resolving the situation would mean. Collecting and categorising information becomes a problem in itself since information normally is incomplete, dubious and overwhelming. Actors develop multiple and sometimes conflicting interpretations of data, relying heavily on personal or professional values. As a result, people use symbols or metaphors to express their points of view. In addition, people involved do not understand the relation between causes and effects. Even if they are sure what effects they desire, they are not sure how to obtain them. As a result the situation often develops to emotional and political clashes between actors. The mess becomes even stronger as key decision-makers constantly leave and enter the decision arena and thereby change what is to obtain, what goals to strive for etc. 

The other, intertwined problem is the role of the academic counterpart in Triple Helix-inspired attempt to develop e.g. regional competitiveness. Partly as a result of the messy situation described above, partly because the expectations of university representatives are unclear and often many-folded, the role of the researcher becomes complex. The researcher can bring along expert competence, general social science ideas, a certain kind of pre-understanding of the local context, academic legitimacy, liaison devices and lots of other possible mental tools to be handled by other actors. The other way around, other actors can give researchers different and sometimes conflicting views of what is going on, what the “problems” are and what causes them, what the goals are, and what information is valid and invalid etc. In addition, the researchers have to address their home organisations – the universities – in a proper way, i.e. produce results acceptable to the academic tradition. In fact, this latter expectation is normally hard fact reality that governs what and how researchers act as social scientists in the “outside world” – in the bitter end; it is the scientific society that decides the real value of actions taken by the researchers. 

The conditions mentioned above were also valid in our case. In order to handle the complexity we were involved in we organised our work in traditional ways – participating in meetings, interviewing actors, proposing alternatives when requested by fellow practitioners, analysing material, writing and presenting research reports etc. As a university representative, the role in such complex situations can best be described as “free” and without any real responsibility for the results of actions taken – other than what turn out to be academic written products valued by university colleagues – since there is no real control anywhere. Other parts have to take responsibility for actions and results – and also the leading role connected to responsibility. 

Co-operation inspired by Triple Helix

Case 1 – Dalsland

Dalsland is the northern part of a larger administrative region called West Sweden. Its population has been declining for decades and today it is a scarcely populated area. The province is surrounded of more prosperous neighbours, especially Southeast Norway in the west and the rest of West Sweden region in the south. Dalsland has a long and strong industrial history and was known – until a few decades ago – to be a “Sweden in miniature”, since it blueprinted the nation both geographically and economically. However, today such a slogan is valid only geographically. The province has remained its industrial character – 40 percent of its working inhabitants are still industrial workers – while the main part of Sweden has shifted to a service economy. Forest companies and companies producing parts to the vehicle industry are the two dominating industries, both delivering products with a low technical sophistication. The plants are better described as production oriented rather than product development oriented. The dominating factories, owned by large companies, are normally managed in some city far from Dalsland. 

In short, Dalsland has all the signs of a European province which could be described as weak – the population has a lower education level and average income than normal, the industry is unsophisticated, run by companies with no strong connections within the province, plants only focused on producing goods ordered from customers who can choose between many deliverers. Furthermore, the societal infrastructure is weak with no local university within the region, bad roads and IT infrastructure and no stops on the railroad running through the region. 

Since decades the main regional policy in Sweden could be expressed in the slogan “Let all of Sweden live!” In practice, that slogan meant state support to weak regions, e.g. by giving financial support in order to uphold unprofitable firms, giving subsidiaries to companies willing to relocate plants to the area, building infra-structure etc. However, in the last few years regional policy has changed in favour of a “help to help yourself”-policy, i.e. local industry and government authorities should – together with nearby universities – analyse the situation followed by actions and evaluations in order to create a competitive economy. In this scenario, the role of government is less actively involved and more directed to create infra-structural prerequisites. Ideally, industry and universities should play the major roles while government should support the process. 

In March 1999 the citizens of Dalsland were shocked to find out that the largest private enterprise in the province – an American owned multinational component producer in the vehicle industry – decided to close down its plant in northern Dalsland and instead start production in the regional capital 200 kilometres down south. Regional and local government reacted immediately and created a project aimed at within a period of three years create as many jobs as disappeared through the closedown. Furthermore, in order to establish a more diverse and sustainable economy, the major part of these jobs should be in the “private service sector” – a sector that was underdeveloped in Dalsland compared to most provinces. 

EU, the state and local authorities financed the project. It was run by local government people but included co-operation with existing industry and nearby universities. In this sense, the project construction was clearly inspired by the Triple Helix concept. However, the role of the universities, as well as the role of local industry, was not clearly elaborated. For example, should the researches be looked upon as evaluators, speaking partners during the process or simply classical researchers studying the process and then reporting about in some distant academic review? And should already established firms be an active part in the dialogue concerning renewal of the local industry?

In the beginning, when the closedown was a politically “hot” issue on a national level, the Swedish government promised to improve infrastructure in the area, e.g. roads, IT and railroad. When time past by, these promises did not result in anything but a few minor road improvements. Apart from that, the project was initially very successful since many companies wanted to establish themselves in the province. However, many of the companies seemed to be more interested in laying hands on state and regional subsidiaries rather than developing a sustainable industry in the region. Furthermore, almost all of the firms were of the same kind as before, i.e. non-sophisticated goods producers with none or very limited product development. On top of that, the new companies had financially owners making them vulnerable to drops in the market. As a result, when the three years had passed in spring 2002, only a few jobs in the manufacture industry had been created and nearly none in the service sector. Even these new jobs were insecure, since the newly established firms were not profitable enough. Meantime, during the three years the markets for quite a few of the established manufacture companies had declined and the firms had therefore started to reduce their working forces. Consequently, as a whole the unemployment figures in the province had gone up to levels not experienced before. 

Looking in the mirror, the whole process could be regarded as managed by local government, while the role of established industry and universities were reduced to be spectators or commentators to actions taken by local government people. People from local industry were normally not involved in the decision process regarding how to renew the local economy. Instead they reacted negatively when rumours began to spread, e.g. “Why do you give all those subsidiaries to newly arrived companies, while we have to pay full prize? Are we worth less than these fortune-hunters?” On a few occasions they were invited to discuss how to use public resources, but then their arguments were regarded as invalid. E.g. when invited to discuss how EU project money should be used, they wanted to make the community more attractive for old and new inhabitants, which was against EU regulations. “Why do you want us to co-operate to solutions when you are not allowed to make anything useful with all that money?” they asked the local government people.

The co-operative relation between local government and university became somewhat more complicated. Since the researchers were not local people, they were looked upon as strangers in many aspects – probably well educated people with academic perspectives, living in a world of economic growth and with no sense of local tradition or conditions. Who brought them here in the first place? Whose side are they on? What is their mission – as evaluators of what we do up here, as “process supporters” or simply as “researchers”? When do they loose interest in our situation – when the money is gone and the mass media is no longer interested? On the other hand, researchers had their share of prejudices against local actors as uneducated people with no real understanding of modern world conditions, poorly developed analytical capacity etc. Of course it takes time to overcome such a lack of confidence. 

The researchers tried to establish themselves as partners in the process, interviewing local actors, participating in meetings, writing and presenting reports, giving comments to proposals from local government people, formulating own proposals how to proceed etc. However, looking back the impact of university influence could best be described as marginal. Local people were reluctant to listen to proposals from university people, they were “forgotten” when participating in meetings, reports were sometimes read but did not seem to influence decisions taken etc. To conclude, government, mainly on a local level, dominated while industry and university seemed to be obstacles to overcome rather than creative partners in a tricky regional development process. 

Case 2 – Göteborg and the metropolitan initiative

Our cities are the best of places and the worst of places. We see prosperity, creativity and innovation together with poverty, exclusion and deteriorating neighborhoods. The concentration of economy, physical and intellectual resources makes the city centers of industry, culture and growth. But at the same time we experience in the same city areas of declining economic competitiveness, growing social exclusion and physical deterioration. The growth in social exclusion is limiting the economic competitiveness of the city, but paradoxically, at the same time the growth in social exclusion is intimately connected to, and partly caused by, the search for economic competitiveness. This is a dilemma and challenge for the whole Swedish society, not only government, but also industry and university. 

Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö are the city-regions in Sweden, and they all act as motors for growth throughout the entire country. However, it was the cities that were hardest hit during economic crisis of the 90's in Sweden. Social divisions widened in line with unemployment and the cities split into socially and ethnically segregation. In order to reverse this development the Government decided in 1998 to introduce a bill for national municipally policy. Through the application of an integrated policy, the aim is to contribute to growth and thereby to create new employment opportunities in the metropolitan region. At the same time the aim is also to reduce the ethnical segregation within the city and contribute to integration. The policy is one in a row of similar policy program during the 90's, and there are also some EU financed projects in the suburbs as part of the Urban Program. The Government contributed two 220 million Euros to be divided between 24 particularly vulnerable areas located in seven municipalities in the three mentioned cities. In this article we concentrate on Göteborg, and we will give a short presentation of the initiative here.

The City Council of Göteborg has signed a so-called local development agreement with the Government. For Göteborg the amount is about 35 million Euros, divided into four areas in the city. Getting more of the resident in the referred areas employed is considered to be the most important factor in achieving integration and growth. The other objectives covered by the agreement are language education and that the chosen areas are to be considered attractive and safe by their people. The initiative should make the citizen to take part in the development work in the area and to increase participation in the democratic process. Thereby the inhabitants could contribute and turn the down-going helix. Like in the Dalsland case the inhabitants has a low education level and the unemployment rate are alarmingly high. Thus, almost 30-50 % are living on supplementary benefit (in some part of the population it is almost 100%). The industry sector is small, but there are some tendencies that the service sector is growing.

Local government implemented the policy and an interdisciplinary research group at the university was commissioned to evaluate the policy and implementation process. The role of the university was not to evaluate the effects, rather the process, and therefore we can characterize the co-operation as 'Triple Helix-inspired'. Our role is more of a counsel than truth-witnesses. In general terms, the policy program should promote co-operation between authorities and other sections of society. The progress made towards more Triple Helix based decision-making varies. Involving the private sector has proved to be difficult, mainly because there are not any institutionalized arrangements such as local business associations in the areas. Often there is little tradition of direct private engagement in local decision-making and there are little incentives to participate. Sometimes the industry sector is not asked, partly depending upon culture and traditions. However a lot of effort is directed towards the third and the civic community. 
Three general observations can be done of the program so far. Firstly, there are different actors and interests involved in the co-operation. Within the area there are actors such as local government, community sector associations, manufacturer and businessmen. They all have their own interpretation of what has occurred and what ought to be done, which make the situation complex. For example community associations, housing firms and local government believe they should implement the plans, since they best know what is needed. This complexity is reinforced by outside demands and expectations. Outside the area the local government controls the different areas through economic follow-up, meetings and budgets. Media also stand outside and creates attention, often round things that didn't work out as well as expected. Further away we have ministry and other central authorities, which regulates what happens in the area through local development agreement and own evaluation in a rather bureaucratic way. At the same distance other part of the universities produce research findings which also influences the sense making process concerning specific issues and phenomena, such as integration, growth, etc.
Secondly, when entering this complex organizational context as a researcher you soon become aware that the area has a history, a history that far more than the program defines the present situation. Changes are hard to assess because cause and effects are complex to detect. For example, can the increased employment be assigned to the program or is it due to upward economic trend? And complex answers are not always welcomed. You also notice that the different projects within the program compete with the ordinary operation to get resources, time and attention, which creates tensions within the organization. When scrutinize different projects and activities one also notice how they converge with other activities. Because the goal of the projects is rhetorically formulated and including high ambition they are difficult to concretize. Different actors read in divers interpretations, and, thus, it is hard for the researcher to give some sound advises. There are few, if any criteria for success, therefore researcher as well as practitioners face a lot of difficulties in defining, measuring and assessing what should be done and what actually has been done. 
Thirdly, despite attempts the co-operation between researcher and practitioner has not gone, and does not still go, as smooth as it is anticipated. Even though researchers try to act as partners with the practitioners in the program, they still experience some obstacles. They are sometimes assessed as intruders who disturb without adding so much to the practitioner's knowledge on the field of co-operation. On the other hand the researcher asserts that the results of their research do not always find its way to the politicians and practitioners. We can see structural grounds for this barrier, which obstruct the co-operation between researchers and practitioners. The work of a practitioner is based on decision-making, and it is constrained, directly or indirectly, by others – actors or institutions such as law, rules, policies and procedures. In their everyday work they have to decide whether they should do a thing or if they should not, if they should give a positive or negative answer to a question. The process of their work from start to decision-making does not usually take more than a day, a week or seldom more than a month. During this short period of time, a practitioner usually does not have the opportunity for sufficient study or reflection on the contexts or the consequences of the decision making. Due to this nature of the work there is usually a tendency that the practitioners make an adviser or a consultant out of the researcher whom they are co-operating with. We have found out that they like to share their decision with researchers who are assumed to have control over the situation, or at least can give legitimacy to the decision. This is specially the case when the question does not have a clear-cut answer. Researchers who avoid such a role or cuts short of giving legitimate answer are believed to have nothing to add to the outcome of co-operation.

The case is not the same for us as researchers. Our work is a relatively free intellectual world. We build our work on a longer span of time, mainly over years. During this period we have the opportunity to study the background and the context of the project and enrich our experiences by those of others. Depending on frame of reference we create different contexts where the answer to the question depends on the framework of these created contexts. Thus every question does not have one answer. In the world of research every sort of simplifying the answer to either yes or no means trivializing the answer and every researcher who puts forward such simplified answer is considered unsophisticated, if not naive, in the research community.

It takes time to build up confidence between the different milieus, not only among researchers and practitioners, but also between practitioners from divers’ institutional sector. The national municipally policy will continue up till 2004 so there is still time to improve the co-operation. 

Triple Helix co-operation in weak regions

Compared with strong regions, where institutional actors have been strong and connected to each other for a long time, the preconditions in weak regions are not so fortunate. In neither of our cases there is a long tradition of linking Triple Helix actors. Consequently, one of the purposes with the Triple Helix initiatives in weak regions is to strengthening the capacity to co-operate. Co-operation is however easier said than done. On a general level we have all the ingredients needed to design collaboration; actors, problems, solutions, and decision opportunities (initiatives). But as our cases show, co-operation is difficult to implement. In literature, different logics in organisations have been highlighted as an important barrier for implementation of collaboration (Morgan, 1986). Different logics is one reason for tensions and struggles between actors over scarce recourses, be it money, time or attention. Hence, one role for managers in Triple Helix co-operation efforts is to rhetorically connect conflicting actors as partners in win-win situations.

There are also a number of more specific obstacles in weak regions for putting collaboration into practice. Government has a relatively strong impact on the co-operation. They define the goal and give the recourses. Industry is weak and loosely coupled to the initiatives. They are often involved with simple production, construction not reliant on a strong Triple Helix co-operation. University is a temporary and distant actor. As well as weak regions, university is depending on research fond from government; hence short term projects that have difficulty in creating any long lasting effects. The civic community seems to play an important role. Besides the wish for growth there is no other general frame that can concretise that frame. It is therefore hard to develop and especially maintain strong links between the different institutional actors. In the following analysis we are going to discuss these four actors in relation to Triple Helix co-operation in weak regions – to regard bits and pieces in the collaboration as parts of an over-all and common goal, e.g. economic growth in the region.

Government in weak regions 

In weak regions, government are expected to take a leading role in developing the area since no one else can do it. However, our cases show that national and regional/local government in weak regions should be seen as two distinct actors, since regional development deregulation has strengthen controversies between national and local interests. On the national level, ideological disputes between political parties are important. On the local level however, ideological differences are suppressed in favour of pragmatic co-operation. That is one reason why local government can, as an organizational set, act as a tightly coupled actor and take the leading role as designers and managers of regional development. While local governments have local matters as first priority, while the national government regard national development as most important. From the national government perspective, leading regions are perceived as “development engines” for the whole nation, i.e. also creating means to subside weaker regions. But even in stronger regions there are weaker areas as shown in the Göteborg case. In situations of crisis, when weak regions and areas rapidly are loosing industry or other recourses, the relation to national government tends to become extremely tense, even if the same political party is in power on both the regional and the national level. Such tensions were at stake, especially in the Dalsland case. Paradoxically, under those circumstances regional and local development agreements tend to widen the gap between central and local government, since the conditions are dictated from the central government perspective. 

The regional development agreements are vague, in order to function in all kinds of regions, and in addition shall ‘give something to everybody' (Ramfelt, 1997). From a weak region perspective, these agreements are looked upon as an ineffective central government policy, since it deals with a problem the liberal, post-modern society cannot handle, at least not hitherto – a growing gap between strong and weak regions. A prerequisite for growth in weak regions, they argue, is to abandon short term, project-like initiatives and instead focus on large and long lasting investments in both soft and hard infrastructures – investments that could bridge the gap between strong and weak regions. However national government is not willing to do such an investment – in a liberal economy, governments should invest where you get the best revenue, i.e. in strong region “development engines”. 

Industry in weak regions

Local industry in weak regions can be seen as a loosely coupled actor, not seldom a mix of smaller, locally rooted firms striving to survive on a daily basis and larger plants owned by international companies, managed from distant headquarters and always threatened to be the next victim of cost minimizing or logistics calculations resulting in downsizing or closedowns. Hence, this actor normally has very limited recourses to take an active part in questions concerning regional development or general economic growth. With only scarce resources for development work, industries are being treated – and most of the time act – as the object of government actions.

In addition industries in weak regions are not to be regarded as one actor. They seldom have traditions in neither competing nor co-operating with each other in order to create a strong business milieu. Rather, they work alone connected only to their deliverers and customers. As a result industry in weak regions can be described as a lot of weak and unlinked fragments rather than as one, united actor. 

University in weak regions

When university representatives step in, the scene is already set – the interplay between local government and local industry is established since long. Local actors have good reasons to perceive the university newcomers as temporary present cosmopolitans (Merton, 1968) with no real feeling of local matters, wisely treated as general consultants rather than long lasting collaborators. Therefore, the university “alien” is seldom invited to take part in local decision processes. One important reason is that they are trained researchers but not competent industry managers or community developers. But academics can contribute to regional development without being directly involved in local decision processes. One important role seems to be the networking expert, i.e. proposing agendas for co-operation internally and with actors outside the local / regional community. Another role is to try to develop reflective practitioners (Schön, 1983): since problems and solutions often are taken for granted, it can be useful to “mirror” the process. By formulating questions that is seldom asked during a development process researchers can comment on what has been done and how things have been done and propose ideas how to proceed. 

Our cases show that researchers – even when they want to break through traditional boarders – are being pushed by their Triple Helix partners to keep to their traditional roles as distant researchers and/or as evaluators. Furthermore, universities are pulling the researchers in the same directions, only rewarding scientifically acknowledged articles and research reports. As a total result – apart from writing reports to financiers and academic journal – there is a tendency in reducing researchers to play the part of “knowledge experts”, thereby giving some legitimacy to local actions.

Weiss (1977; 1979) also did this observation when studying research utilization within public policy. According to Weiss, research has the following five functions for the user: (1) Instrumental - the actor uses research as a “manual” in finding solutions for arising problems. (2) Political - here the actor uses research selectively to support his/her own previous opinions. (3) Interactive - research is used together with other knowledge and are mixed together in order to give new knowledge. (4) Tactical – research is used to direct attention away from other problems, i.e. to start an investigation in order to win time. (5) Conceptual – research is used in order to get a new perspective on the previous situation. Weiss argues that it is difficult to define use in a concrete fashion. Perhaps it is more fruitful to view the relation between research and politics as a communications process. According to Weiss’ empirical studies, a great majority of those interviewed used research consciously, but rather few could point out a pure instrumental use. The dominating usage was the conceptual function (Weiss, 1977). The reason that instrumental use is unusual is that such decision situations hardly ever occur in practice. Patton (1977) has come to a similar conclusion in his studies of evaluation research. A large majority of users felt that evaluations reduced their uncertainty, but few could report decided effects. The role of social science is therefore often diffuse, subtle and indirect. 

To conclude, university play a role in weak regions when collaborating with government and industry in developing efforts. However the role is often weak and indirect. Universities are seldom established within the area, forcing them to act as short time consultants or distant researchers, not invited to, or able to act as, partners in decision processes. Consequently, the documents produced by university people are treated selectively and pragmatically. 

Community in weak regions

Weak regions are often considered as being problematic, backward areas, behind the times. They are not competitive, innovative or in any other sense part of the future. True or not, such local settings often develop – and keep on developing – strong community identities different from those developed in more prosperous regions. In more than 100 years the concepts of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, once introduced by German sociologist Gustavo Tönnies (1967) has been debated. We find these concepts useful in pinpointing the difference between communities in weak and strong regions. Gemeinschaft tends to preserve traditional values in a society, while gesellschaft triggers innovation. We argue that gemeinschaft is stronger developed in weak regions, an argument supported by Putnam (1999), while gesellschaft is the norm in strong regions as a basic glue binding people together. 

Hence, “social capital” in the civic society (Putnam, 1993; 1999) has different meanings in different settings. In weak regions, social capital can be well developed in a gemeinschaft sense, i.e. not trigging innovation but rather creating social value in the community. The main reason for not moving out of weak regions, or even moving from strong to weak regions, seems to be coming close to nature and the gemeinschaft developed in weak regions. In economically backward suburbs or countryside communities, economic values do not dominate in the same way as in prosperous communities. In weak regions, civic society plays an important role in the regional development discourse – other actors cannot act successfully without bringing in “machers” in the civic society – the jiddisch word for active people in village communities, sports clubs, religious communions etc. In both our case studies people related to each other in a gemeinschaft-way. Since gemeinschaft often is a strong force in weak regions, it has to be considered in a more elaborated way when developing the region. If civic communities in weak regions are more oriented on quality of life rather than economic growth, one challenge for Triple Helix co-operation is to combine this logic with the logics of actors more focused on economic growth. For example, it could be wise to invite village communities and local associations in a Triple Helix co-operation. Therefore, we propose that the civic society should be regarded as a fifth actor when attempting to develop weak regions.

*

Each actor involved has dynamic but different views of problems and solutions, constructing their own identity as well as the others. Hence, we have an interactive and complex role-play between the actors. However, it seems as some stable patterns can be found. Our results indicate that government dominates in weak regions when Triple Helix co-operations are organized. Normally, the weakness of weak regions is constituted precisely by the absence of advanced and competitive industry and university, while local and regional governments – at least in Scandinavia – are relatively well represented and active. In weak regions we also found that the civic community has a profound role to play, a role that has not yet been elaborated in Triple Helix literature. In the introduction of this paper, three models of Triple Helix were presented. In creating innovation systems in order to generate economic growth there was a need for the ideal and advanced Model 3. However, that is not the model in use in contemporary weak regions in Sweden. None of the three models seem to fit what we have found. Weak regions in advanced economies can in many respects be regarded as “third world islands” in the middle or the outback of the dominating, heavily populated and economically strong regions. Just as the third world, weak regions receive “aid” from the rich. Triple Helix co-operation in weak regions can be seen as a type of aid. University representatives are, as one resource among others, sent in by national government as “rescue squads”. However, deregulation and managerialism has made universities partly autonomous, acting on own initiative. Industry, partly depending on support from government, is fragmented. Finally, the co-operation between industry, university, national and local government are embedded in a civic society where economic growth is not seen as a first priority. Thus we present a weak region “Model 4” of Triple Helix:
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Concluding remarks – a negative narrative

The main purpose with this paper was to answer the question how the Triple Helix concept functions in weak regions. Already built into this question is the assumption that regional development should not be treated as one entity, but rather as a continuum – each region has specific pre-conditions and a “general theory of regional development” is not very helpful. As well as telling a positive narrative of the Triple Helix concept we can out of our case study tell a negative narrative. Hereby we complement the normative picture with a less ideological one.

In the positive narrative, a first statement is that economic growth can be designed as well as managed and implemented. We propose that in weak regions, economic growth can be an easy thing to design by creating Triple Helix co-operation, but hard to manage and implement. One reason is that civic community and civic culture not directing towards economic growth play an important role in weak regions. A second reason is that industry is weak as well as infrastructure. A third reason is that university cannot play the leading role in matters concerning economic growth. Actors within the five institutions must be critically aware that Triple Helix success stories are narratives from already strong regions/clusters. Instead of imitation one ought to translate the stories into one’s own reality.

A second statement in the positive narrative is that industry, government and university are equal and independent partners, but connected to each other by a strong interest in creating, economic growth. We propose that in weak regions, the actors are neither independent nor equal, nor connected to each other by a strong interest in creating economic growth. Furthermore, five rather than three actors should be considered. A “quintuplet helix”, rather than a triple, is a better metaphor in weak regions, demanding national and local government, industry, university and civic society to co-operate in order to develop regional development. However different and even contradictory perspectives, interests and logics are represented within the helix. The actors are only loosely coupled to each other by a vague idea how to break negative helices in the region, but different logics and interests together with bad structural preconditions usually undermine the efforts. 

A third statement in the positive narrative is that economic growth is the result of collaboration between industry, government and university, therefore, Triple Helix co-operation is the key factor in regional development. In our negative narrative, we propose that economic growth seldom is the result of Triple Helix co-operation due to the reasons mentioned above. In spite of all these difficulties, we see no better alternative than regarding Triple Helix co-operation as a key factor in regional development. Our contribution to the development of such co-operative efforts is to pinpoint some challenges that can be summarized by two hard statements:

· Weak regions are weak because of historical and contextual factors. There is no “quick fix” managerial tool that can change those facts.

· Co-operating in weak regions means trying to solve a complex problem from a bad platform in a politically hot situation. To understand the inherent complexity, the political perspective can be a useful tool in analysing situations. 
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