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Abstract The literature on Science and Technology Parks (STPs) is growing rapidly and, 
despite the positive impact of STPs on firms found by many studies, it remains unclear 
how STPs create value for tenants. In this paper, we study the STP supply side through a 
case study in a Swedish region. We identify two components of the business support pro-
vided by parks: a configuration-oriented component, and a process-oriented component. 
The former refers to the static design of the business support, and the latter to the active, 
hands-on support provided by parks’ management. Both components must be planned 
carefully in order to deliver value to tenants. We also discuss some implications for policy 
and managers.

Keywords Science and Technology Parks · Agglomerations · Added-value · 
Entrepreneurship · Innovation

JEL Classification O3 · R1

1 Introduction

Interest among policy-makers and academics in the effects of agglomerations and clus-
ters on firm innovation has grown in recent years (McCann and Folta 2008). Science and 
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Technology Parks (STPs) are a particular agglomeration subset which is policy-induced 
(Huang et  al. 2012) and includes formal management teams (Colombo and Delmastro 
2002). STPs have spread worldwide (Wainova 2009) and, in many countries, huge public 
investment is involved in their creation and growth (Link and Scott 2007; Albahari et al. 
2013; Link and Yeong Yang 2017; Chen and Link 2017).

Several works (Hobbs et al. 2017a) analyse the added value and effects of an on-park 
location for firms. The majority of these studies focus on the demand side—STPs’ tenants 
and entrepreneurs—to try to assess the impact on these firms of location in a STP and how 
entrepreneurs perceive the business support provided. Most analyses are aimed at under-
standing the importance of these organizations for tenant firms, measured as sales growth, 
increased profitability and employment (Lee and Yang 2000; Löfsten and Lindelöf 2002; 
Colombo and Delmastro 2002; Chen and Huang 2004; Hobbs et al. 2017b), the outputs of 
R&D activities (Lindelöf and Löfsten 2003; Link and Scott 2003; Siegel et al. 2003; Squic-
ciarini 2008; Yang et al. 2009) including innovation performance (Vásquez-Urriago et al. 
2014; Albahari et  al. 2016, 2017; Ramírez-Alesón and Fernández-Olmos 2017) and the 
capacity to establish formal and informal links with universities and other higher education 
institutions (Quintas et al. 1992; Vedovello 1997; Phillimore 1999; Link and Scott 2003; 
Fukugawa 2006; Malairaja and Zawdie 2008). The results of these studies are mixed.1

Despite ongoing debate and mixed evidence on the effectiveness of parks as tools to 
support technology-based firms, many studies find a positive impact of on-park location 
on firms’ employment growth (Löfsten and Lindelöf 2002, 2003; Colombo and Delmas-
tro 2002), sales growth (Löfsten and Lindelöf 2002, 2003), innovation output (Vásquez-
Urriago et al. 2014; Squicciarini 2008, 2009; Huang et al. 2012; Chan et al. 2011; Siegel 
et al. 2003), R&D productivity (Siegel et al. 2003; Yang et al. 2009) and interaction with 
universities (Fukugawa 2006; Löfsten and Lindelöf 2002, 2003; Colombo and Delmastro 
2002; Vedovello 1997; Westhead and Storey 1995; Felsenstein 1994).

However, despite this large literature, in our view, one aspect of STPs that is poorly 
understood, is how STPs create value for their tenants. In particular, it is not clear whether 
the added value of on-park location derives mainly from the role of management and the 
active, hands-on support provided (i.e. business services to tenants) or from other struc-
tural characteristics (i.e. co-location with other firms, proximity of the park to a university), 
which are influenced only marginally by the presence of the park management team.

Many authors agree about the importance of park management in general, and the ser-
vices it provides in particular. The existence of a formal park management team can pro-
vide a more secure basis for tenants’ long-term development (Westhead and Batstone 1999) 
by helping young, innovative firms to solve the problems typically encountered (Monck 
et  al. 1988), which include lack of managerial and commercial expertise, and lack of 
finance (Storey and Tether 1998). According to Cabral (1998), a successful park manage-
ment team can offer firms managerial, marketing and financial expertise and skills, based 
on established and recognized experience, and leadership of the team by a high-profile per-
son with good decision-making ability. Ratinho and Henriques (2010) agree on the impor-
tance of a high-profile management and provision of high quality services. According to 
these authors, the services provided are influential for determining the added value of an 
on-park location, to the extent that some STPs have been criticized for the non-provision of 
such services (Löfsten and Lindelöf 2002).

1 For a review see, for instance, Albahari et al. (2010).
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However, there are also several authors who suggest that the added value of on-park 
location stems from other park characteristics not related to the services provided and 
influenced only partially by the park’s management. For example, some find that tenants 
choose to be located in a park for reasons of prestige (Monck et al. 1988; Westhead and 
Batstone 1998; Bakouros et  al. 2002; Ferguson and Olofsson 2004; Salvador 2011) and 
ease of establishing links with universities (Monck et  al. 1988; Westhead and Batstone 
1998). The paper by Albahari et  al. (2016) tends to support the views of this group of 
authors. Albahari et al. find agglomeration effects related to STPs (the higher the number 
of tenants, the better the firms’ innovation results) and that the services provided by park 
management have non-significant or even negative effects on firms’ innovation results.

Thus, given this mixed evidence, it is not clear how STPs create value for their firms 
and, especially, whether the added value of park location stems from services provided to 
firms or from other park features. In this paper we contribute to the STP literature by try-
ing to fill this research gap through a case study of two STPs located in the East Swedish 
Region. We describe their operation and how they configure their offers to create value for 
their tenants.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Sect. 2 describes the methodology used 
to perform the case study; Sect. 3 introduces the actors involved in the case study; Sect. 4 
presents and discusses the findings; and Sect. 5 concludes, highlighting the implications of 
this study and suggesting further lines of research.

2  Methodology

In this paper, we study how two STPs in Östergötland County—an area of 3856 km2, in 
East Sweden, approximately 200 km southwest of Stockholm—design their offer in order 
to create value for tenants. The two STPs are the internationally-known Mjärdevi Science 
Park (MSP) in Linköping, which was founded in 1984, and the Norrköping Science Park 
(NOSP), which was founded in 1999.

The east Swedish innovation system has been studied in some detail (Benneworth et al. 
2015; Hommen et  al. 2006; Etzkowitz and Klofsten 2005; Klofsten et  al. 1999; Jones-
Evans and Klofsten 1997), and the region is often cited as a case of successful collabora-
tion between business, government and academic actors (Klofsten et al. 1999; Etzkowitz 
and Klofsten 2005; Svensson et al. 2012).

A case study methodology seems particularly suitable for this study since we are inves-
tigating ‘how’ questions, and the behaviours of the actors involved in the case study cannot 
be manipulated (Yin 2009).

We exploit several data sources. First, the scientific literature on Östergötland 
County’s innovation system actors was studied; second, institutional documentation 
(web pages, press releases, articles in newspapers) was analysed; third, in-depth semi-
structured interviews with each relevant stakeholder were conducted with people in key 
supply-side positions. Interviewees included the CEOs of MSP and NOSP, the CEO of 
the LEAD (LiU Entrepreneurship and Development business incubator), the heads of 
the Linköping University (LiU) Innovation Office and Centre for Innovation and Entre-
preneurship (CIE), the head of the Department for Trade and Industry in Norrköping 
Municipality, the Director of Entrepreneurship and Employability in East Sweden 
Region, two politicians from the Linköping and Norrköping municipalities and one 
from the Östergötland County Administrative Board. A total of ten in-depth interviews 
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(each lasting between 60 and 90 min) was conducted during the period January–Febru-
ary 2011. The interviews were aimed at understanding what different park stakeholders 
do, how parks configure their offer, involvement and functions of the different actors 
within the regional system, and the formal and informal links between their organiza-
tion and the STPs.

In some cases, we arranged second meetings or communicated by email with the 
interviewees. At least one field visit was made to each stakeholder.

In Sect.  3, we introduce the different regional innovation system actors related to 
MSP and NOSP.

3  The Östergötland County regional innovation ecosystem

The two STPs in Östergötland County are integrated in a regional ecosystem of actors from 
the private sector, LiU and different levels of local government. In Fig. 1, the inner circle 
includes those actors with the strongest and most frequent relations with the parks.

The components of this regional system at the time of the case study are described 
below.

Banks and 
VC funds

Real Estate
Investors

Service 
Providers

LiU
Innovation

Centre for 
Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship 
(CIE)

Banks and 
VC funds

Real Estate
Investors

Service 
Providers

LiU
Innovation

Centre for 
Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship 
(CIE)

Fig. 1  MSP’s and NOSP’s network. Adapted from Sten Gunnar Johansson, CEO of MSP
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3.1  Science Parks

3.1.1  Mjärdevi Science Park

MSP has been the subject of many studies and papers (Hommen et  al. 2006; Cadorin 
et  al. 2017) and is considered one of the most successful STPs in Europe. It was 
founded in 1984 and grew rapidly and currently occupies an area of 70  ha alongside 
LiU’s Valla Campus, and today hosts some 350 companies, which employ over 6500 
people. Although many of MSP’s tenant firms are involved with Information Tech-
nology (IT) related goods (e.g. electronics, telecommunication and signal processing, 
software and systems development, image processing), it is a multi-purpose STP which 
includes innovative firms from various sectors. The company that manages the Park, 
Mjärdevi Science Park AB, is owned by the Municipality of Linköping and has six full-
time employees.

3.1.2  Norrköping Science Park

NOSP was founded in 1999 and in 2017 hosted some 130 companies and 700 employees. 
The park is located in the city of Norrköping and has no specific geographical delimitation, 
which differentiates it from most other STPs worldwide, which have a specific perimeter. 
Firms located in the city which meet NOSP’s admission criteria, can decide to join the park 
and become a ‘park company’. Like MSP, NOSP is a multi-purpose STP specialized in 
some profile areas related to the research conducted on LiU’s Norrköping campus, includ-
ing visualization, printed electronics and interactive services.

NOSP is owned by the Norrköping Science Park Foundation, whose shareholders 
include the Municipality of Norrköping, LiU and the private sector. The park is man-
aged by Norrköping Science Park AB, is owned by the foundation and employs seven 
full-time employees.

3.2  LiU and related actors

3.2.1  Linköping University (LiU)

LiU is a major Swedish university, with a student population of 27,000, and 4000 
employees. It includes 4 faculties (Arts and Science, Medicine and Health Sciences, 
Education Sciences, and Science and Engineering) and 14 departments.

Relations between the two STPs and LiU are not restricted to the immediate neigh-
bourhood (MSP and NOSP are located alongside LiU campuses). LiU is strategically 
important to both MSP and NOSP since both parks are specialized in profile areas in 
which their neighbouring campuses excel, and many park activities involve profession-
als from LiU. In addition to expertise, LiU provides park tenancies since university 
spin-offs are encouraged to locate in a park.

The most evident links between the two STPs and LiU are that both enjoy coopera-
tion with CIE, the university’s business incubator, LEAD, and LiU Innovation, LiU’s 
technology transfer office. Informal contacts between the managers of firms in the two 
STPs and professors and researchers at LiU are not uncommon.
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3.2.2  Centre for Innovation and Entrepreneurship

CIE is an autonomous unit in Linköping University that was established in 1994. CIEs 
mission is to facilitate integration between stimulation activities for technology-based 
firms and teaching and research in technology-based entrepreneurship in LiU (Jones-Evans 
2007). CIE works to promote growth and development of technology-based firms through 
entrepreneurship and development programmes for new businesses and established firms, 
networking and other activities. Due to its success, this experience has been transferred to 
other regions in Sweden (Klofsten et al. 2010).

CIE has established relationships with MSP and NOSP based on mutual interests: CIE’s 
activities constitute a part of the management offer in the two STPs, and more than 130 
new firms established by former participants in CIE’s entrepreneurship programmes have 
chosen an on-park location. At the same time, both STPs encourage the participation of 
park firms in CIE’s activities.

3.2.3  LEAD: the business incubator

LEAD was set up in 2007 by merging the business incubators in Linköping and 
Norrköping. It is owned by LiU and has branches in MSP and NOSP. LEAD offers a 
36-month incubation and acceleration programme and assists park companies by providing 
experienced business coaches. More than 120 companies have been incubated successfully 
by LEAD (2017).

3.2.4  LiU Innovation

Liu Innovation, LiU’s technology transfer office, provides pre-incubation support for stu-
dents, scientists and researchers who want to commercialize their ideas, and advises them 
about the development of their business ideas.

3.3  Industry and private actors

3.3.1  Small Business Development Foundation (SMIL)

The cluster initiative SMIL was set up in 1984 by a group of entrepreneurs to enhance their 
business skills (Etzkowitz and Klofsten 2005). Its members are technology- and knowl-
edge-based firms in the region. SMIL has expanded and now hosts breakfast meetings 
where lecturers from LiU’s management department and representatives of other organisa-
tions, give presentations on subjects of interest, and provides well-defined sets of stimu-
lation activities tailored to members’ needs (Jones-Evans and Klofsten 1997; Laur et  al. 
2012). SMIL collaborates with CIE on many activities and is a good example of industry-
academia collaboration.

3.3.2  Other private actors

The management of MSP and NOSP have established extensive networks with other pri-
vate actors important to the parks and their firms (Svensson et al. 2012). They include real 
estate investors (MSP and NOSP do not own land), banks, venture capital funds and other 
investors.
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3.4  Government bodies and government‑owned companies

3.4.1  Municipalities

The Municipalities of Linköping and Norrköping are directly involved on the supply-
sides of MSP and NOSP. The Municipality of Linköping owns MSP and provides Kr6 
million (approximately €700,000) per year for MSP’s activities. Norrköping Municipal-
ity is a member of the Norrköping Science Park Foundation which owns NOSP’s man-
agement company (Svensson et al. 2012).

3.4.2  ALMI

ALMI (Almi Företagspartner AB) is a public company, owned by the Swedish govern-
ment and the parent company of a group consisting of 16 regional subsidiaries. Regional 
subsidiaries are owned 51% by the state and 49% by local governments (East Sweden 
Region). Its board includes politicians, local business representatives and organizations 
linked to the business world. Its aim is to “promote the development of competitive 
small and medium-sized businesses as well as to stimulate new enterprise with the aim 
of creating growth and innovation in Swedish business life. Its activity covers the whole 
process from idea to profitable business” (ALMI 2013). In addition to providing con-
sultancy services, ALMI participates in venture capital activity, providing funds, both 
loans and equity, especially at the early stages of firm development. Both parks collabo-
rate actively with ALMI.

3.4.3  Nulink

Nulink was a company that was owned by the Municipality of Linköping. It was set up 
in 2007 to promote business development in the city. Nulink’s mission was to advise 
on, support and inspire entrepreneurial activity, creation of new business, and support 
for businesses in the Linköping region. It provided support to both newly established 
companies and start-ups. It organized courses, networking lunches, inspirational semi-
nars and conferences, in collaboration with other actors, with the aim of facilitating the 
process of development of new business ideas and creation of new businesses. A large 
part of the support provided by Nulink was focused on practical issues such as identify-
ing local businessmen and premises to help new companies to get established or to help 
existing companies in Linköping to expand (Nulink 2013). Nulink ceased operations in 
2017 and has been replaced by Business and Growth (Näringsliv och Tillväx in Swed-
ish) a unit of the Linköping municipality.

3.4.4  East Sweden Region

The East Sweden Region comprise of representatives from the 13 municipalities and the 
county council. Its goal is to promote development, growth and competitiveness in the 
region.
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3.4.5  Vinnova

Vinnova is the Sweden Innovation Agency. It is controlled by the Ministry of Enter-
prise and Innovation and aims to contribute to sustainable growth and increase the com-
petitiveness of Swedish researchers and companies. Vinnova invests some €300 million 
per year to foster innovation in Swedish companies and promotes sustainable growth in 
Sweden by funding needs-driven R&D into effective innovation systems (VINNOVA 
2018).

3.4.6  Innovationsbron

The Innovationsbron or Innovation Bridge, prior to its merger in 2013 with ALMI AB, was 
a national agency providing early-stage funding to new, potentially high growth companies. 
Its aim was to promote early stage entrepreneurship, mainly through seed capital, to generate 
businesses from ideas. It was owned 84% by the state and 16% by private industry (Innova-
tionsbron 2011).

3.4.7  Invest Sweden

Invest Sweden was a national government agency whose main aim was to attract investment 
to Sweden by helping foreign companies to do business there. It offered practical information 
on how to set up and run a business in Sweden, gave information on Swedish markets and 
facilitated contact with the Swedish authorities. The collaboration with MSP and NOSP was 
important for delivering the ‘soft landing’ programmes used by both parks to attract foreign 
firms. In 2013, Invest Sweden merged with the Swedish Trade Council (Exportrådet, in Swed-
ish) to create Business Sweden, a public–private partnership created with the aim of attracting 
foreign investment by helping foreign companies in their business operations in Sweden.

3.5  Other actors

3.5.1  East Sweden Business Region

East Sweden Business Region (formerly Growlink) is a networking platform that includes 
many regional innovation system stakeholders—both STPs, LiU, CIE, SMIL, LEAD, ALMI, 
Innovationsbron, East Sweden Region and, as minor stakeholders, the Östergötland County 
Administrative Board and the Municipalities of Linköping and Norrköping. East Sweden 
Business Region supports the establishment and growth of knowledge intensive companies 
(Johansson 2009).

3.5.2  International Association of Science and Technology Parks (IASP) and Swedish 
Incubators and Science Parks Association (SISP)

The International Association of Science and Technology Parks (IASP) has been operating 
since 1984 and currently connects 375 members in 77 countries, which represents 142,000 



1264 A. Albahari et al.

1 3

companies operating within the global knowledge economy. The Swedish Incubators and 
Science Parks Association (SISP) has 66 members (33 STPs and 43 incubators) hosting 
some 5000 companies and is a member of IASP.

At the time of the interviews MSP and NOSP were full members of both IASP and 
SISP.2

4  Findings and discussion

Analysis of the offers of the two STPs identifies two main components: static or blueprint 
design of the support provided to customers, and active hands-on support provided to park 
tenants by STP management, through various mechanisms and providers. Following Autio 
and Klofsten (1998) we describe these types of business support as respectively configura-
tion-oriented and process-oriented.

An important difference between the two parks analysed is that while NSP is a tradi-
tional real-estate based STP, NOSP can be considered a ‘virtual’ STP (Durão et al. 2005) 
since it has no fixed perimeter and all the innovative firms located in the city of Norrköping 
can apply to join the park. However, we found no major differences between the designs of 
the offers provided by these two STPs.

Below, we shed some light on how parks create added value for tenants through these 
two types of business support and how they deal with possible problems related to the 
delivery of added value.

4.1  Configuration‑oriented business support

Configuration-oriented support typically is designed during the planning stages of a STP. 
The interviews allowed us to identify three main aims of the STP supply-side when design-
ing this component of its offer: (1) amplifying agglomeration effects; (2) increasing the 
availability of venture capital funding; (3) ensuring proximity to a major university.

4.1.1  Amplifying agglomeration effects

Agglomeration effects are the various types of externalities promoted by spatial co-location 
(Audretsch 1998).

Both STP CEOs agreed about the importance of clear admissions criteria to enhance 
agglomeration effects. The CEOs believed that the possibility to select prospective tenants 
strengthened the parks’ identities. MSP and NOSP include new firms based on the level 
of their innovativeness and knowledge intensity, and the viability and growth potential of 
their business. Both parks prioritize firms related to their profile areas, which coincide with 
those of the respective local LiU campuses. For MSP these are electronics, telecommuni-
cation and signal processing, software and systems development, and image processing; for 
NOSP they are visualization, printed electronics and interactive services.

A notable difference in the admissions policies of the two parks is that MSP does not 
allow production activities and facilities. Although this can be a source of conflict with 
real estate investors, whose main interest is letting all the available spaces, it contributes 

2 Currently, NOSP is a full member only of SISP.
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to a strong park identity and demonstrates a clear orientation to innovation, entrepreneur-
ship and R&D, rather than production activities. In the case of NOSP, however, any firm 
located in Norrköping can apply to join the park, regardless of involvement or not in pro-
duction activities. Neither of the two STPs owns the land on which they are located, which 
requires some mediation with real estate developers, especially for MSP, which has a for-
mal perimeter.

Some studies demonstrate the benefit of increasing the number of firms in agglom-
erations (Albahari et  al. 2016; McCann and Folta 2011; Beaudry and Swann 2009). For 
park managers, it is paramount to generate a flow of prospective tenants and to attract new 
innovative firms to the facility. Thus, both CEOs pointed to the importance of providing 
attractive infrastructure that is appropriate to tenants’ needs. MSP and NOSP provide flex-
ible spaces for start-ups via the LEAD incubator, and guarantee availability of appropriate 
spaces for non-incubated firms. Tenants, for their part, expect a certain availability of the 
basic services provided in city neighbourhoods (e.g. restaurants and bars, nursery facilities, 
ATM machines, supermarket, post office); these are installed in MSP by external providers 
and, given NOSP’s location in Norrköping city, are available locally.

4.1.2  Availability of venture capital funds

Financing is a major issue for all businesses and, especially, technology-based start-ups 
and firms perceived as particularly risky (Storey and Tether 1998).

The parks use two main mechanisms to cope with funding issues. First, they integrate 
in their network venture capital organizations and providers of seed capital, both public 
and private (e.g. ALMI AB, Vinnova, Innovationsbron, banks and venture capitalists); sec-
ond, they ‘filter’ the companies, by strict application of the park admissions criteria, and 
ensuring that only knowledge-based start-ups and firms with high growth potential join 
the parks. This filtering applies also to the LEAD incubator, which accepts only start-ups 
with high business potential. In the view of the park managers, this filtering makes on-park 
companies more attractive to investors than other innovative start-ups, because they are 
perceived as being less risky.

4.1.3  Proximity to the university

Both MSP and NOSP are located in the immediate vicinity of LiU campuses, respectively 
Valla Campus and Norrköping Campus. Although proximity is not a sufficient condition 
for establishing links with universities, our interviewees believe that greater distance from 
the university would hamper the possibility of technology and knowledge transfer. The rel-
ative closeness of university facilities facilitates bidirectional communication and flows of 
people and information between LiU and park tenants. According to the parks’ CEOs, the 
decisions to locate proximate to the university and to specialize in the research areas of the 
neighbouring campuses, are clear signals of the strategic importance of LiU to the STPs. 
In particular, specialization in the same research areas is intended to signal a preferential 
location for university spin-offs and to enhance other types of proximity, such as organi-
zational, cultural and technological proximity (Knoben and Oerlemans 2006), which are 
important for the innovation process (Boschma 2005).

Table  1 summarizes the aims and practice actions undertaken by park management 
when designing configuration-oriented business support for tenants.
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4.2  Process‑oriented business support

Process-oriented business support is related to the design of a wide range of activities 
and services, which supply-side managers intend will be tailored to customers’ needs.

The services provided within the two parks are similar and fall into three broad cat-
egories: incubation, training and networking.

4.2.1  Incubation

Both parks encourage start-ups to go through the LEAD incubation process; however, 
this is not the only means available to firms to take advantage of a controlled envi-
ronment. Firms that fail to meet LEAD’s admissions criteria or whose entrepreneurs 
prefer not to be incubated, can participate in MSP’s ‘kick-start’ programme or NOSP’s 
‘start-up’ programme. Both programmes are designed to assist firms during their first 
6  months through the provision of external consultancy, access to lawyers, marketing 
experts and business coaches, and the possibility to rent space at a reasonable price.

4.2.2  Training

Both parks offer training in the form of entrepreneurship programmes provided by CIE 
in collaboration with SMIL, for entrepreneurs and firm managers of companies at dif-
ferent stages of development. The training includes programmes addressed to firms 
at the pre-incubation, incubation and post incubation stages, and are designed to help 
firms develop their business ideas and reduce the perceived risk for investors. Most pro-
grammes include a small number of individual firm classroom and coaching sessions.

Business coaching is considered by park management to be an important feature of 
their offer. It is a fundamental part of all the courses and programmes provided and is 
delivered in personalized sessions by CIE, SMIL and external experts. Incubated firms 
receive coaching on a continuing basis from LEAD business coaches.

Other courses are provided to STP tenants with input from external experts (e.g. 
‘Marketing and Sales’ and the ‘kick-start’ courses at MSP, and the ‘start-up’ course at 
NOSP).

Table 1  Configuration-oriented business support

Aim How?

Amplification of agglomeration 
effect

Build a strong identity Selecting prospective tenants
Strictly applying admission criteria

Increase number of firms Attracting university spin-offs
Offering attractive infrastructures

Availability of VC funds Make funds available Reducing perceived risk by investors
Networking with VCs

Proximity to university Facilitate technology transfer and 
knowledge spillovers

Geographical proximity
Specialization in same expertise areas
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4.2.3  Networking

Networking and collaboration with external actors are strategic tools employed by 
both STPs in their business models. Park managers consider networking to be pivotal 
to development of both on-park firms and the STPs. Networking allows companies to 
access to various kinds of support (including financial) and competences.

The interviews with park managers demonstrated the importance given to the inte-
gration in their offer of actors from industry, academia and other institutions, which is 
in line with triple helix theory (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 1997) and a common trait of 
many successful STPs (Howard and Link 2017). The existence and integration of these 
actors is crucial for shaping the STPs’ offers since they rely heavily on outsourcing for 
their services provision. The STP management plays an important part in building and 
nurturing this actor network and selecting business partners.

Collaboration between parks and external actors is not necessarily formal. When we 
asked interviewees about the type of collaboration between their organization and the 
STP, we found that collaboration was mainly informal. Thus, it is not surprising that 
this pattern of collaboration is based on mutually beneficial relations and arrangements.

When networks span national borders, tenants have the opportunity to increase their 
international visibility. MSP and NOSP are members of SISP and IASP and participate 
also in extensive informal networks that allow park managers to provide tenants with 
information on foreign markets, international contacts and expansion opportunities, and 
advice on internationalization strategies.

4.3  Delivering effective business support

Supply-side managers are aware that there are several potential obstacles that might 
reduce the effectiveness of the business support provided. These include cultural bar-
riers to networking, negative attitude to learning activities, lack of interest and motiva-
tion, lack of time and negative perception of the utility of the services provided. To 
tackle these potential misalignments between what the parks offer and what tenants 
expect, supply-side managers must ensure appropriate design of both configuration- and 
process-oriented support (Table 2).

Table 2  Reducing potential obstacles to effective business support delivery

Aim How?

Meet entrepreneurs’ real needs Personalised support according to the stage 
of development (pre-, during, and post-
incubation)

Individual coaching sessions
Flexibles spaces

Motivate entrepreneurs Acknowledged experts
Appropriate activities schedule
Fee policy/rent prices

Communicate value Promoting services provided
Stressing expected results of support activities
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The park managers interviewed tended to assign greater importance to process-ori-
ented support. This is likely because a large part of their time is devoted to the design, 
organization and supervision of the activities related to process-oriented support, 
whereas configuration-oriented support is confined mostly to the early stages of STP 
development. However, in our view, the effects of the configuration-oriented support 
should not be underestimated for two reasons: on the one hand, there is a great deal of 
evidence of the importance for firms of agglomeration effects (Gordon and McCann 
2005), availability of venture capital (Kortum and Lerner 2001) and proximity to a 
university (Laursen et al. 2011) and, on the other hand, because poorly designed con-
figuration-oriented support could result in less effective process-oriented support.

Meeting managers’ and entrepreneurs’ real needs is believed per se to be the best 
way to avoid problems related to the delivery of business support activities and makes 
clear their added value. According to park CEOs, in order to meet firms’ real needs, 
personalized support that takes account of the characteristics of firms, is required. 
To this end, MSP and NOSP provide different types of support to firms according to 
their stage of development, such as entrepreneurs with yet undeveloped business ideas 
(pre-incubation stage), firms at early stage of development (incubation stage), firms 
that have graduated recently from the incubation process (post-incubation stage) and 
established firms. Within this scheme (e.g. entrepreneurship courses), content varies 
according to participant type. Individual coaching sessions are an example of this per-
sonalized support.

Effective communication between park management and tenants is considered par-
ticularly important for the efficient delivery of business support. In particular, park 
CEOs agree about the importance of promoting the services provided and stressing the 
expected results of support activities. Impressing on entrepreneurs the utility of differ-
ent support schemes motivates them to participate in park activities and reduces the 
cultural barriers related to networking and sharing of experience.

Some entrepreneurs will be reluctant to apply for services provided by people 
with no practical business experience and MSP and NOSP rely on highly-skilled and 
acknowledged experts for the delivery of their entrepreneurship and management pro-
grammes, coaching and mentoring, and business advice and other services. Experts 
include professors at LiU with strong business backgrounds and recognized experi-
ence. The collaboration between the STPs, CIE and SMIL is believed essential for 
achieving the desired mix of business and teaching competences.

In addition, the specific design of each activity is important to reduce problems that 
might arise in the delivery of business support. In particular, scheduling needs to be 
appropriate to overcome the chronic lack of time which prevents entrepreneurs from 
attending courses and other activities. For example, MSP’s Entrepreneurship and New 
Business Development Programme provided by CIE and SMIL, includes ten classroom 
days which are spread over a period of 4–6 months while its Market and Sales Course 
is a weekly (for 5 months), 3-h evening session.

MSP and NOSP tenants do not have to pay their respective park management for 
park location; they pay only for the services they access. This is part of the ‘tailor-
ing’ to firms’ needs. However, for MSP firms, on-park location is more expensive 
because of the higher rent (payable to the landowner) than location in the centre of 
Linköping; thus, only firms that recognize the benefits of an on-park location will find 
it favourable.
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5  Concluding remarks

The aim of this paper was to shed light on how STPs create value for their tenants. 
We conducted a case study of two STPs, the Mjärdevi Science Park (MSP) and the 
Norrköping Science Park (NOSP), in the East Sweden Region.

We identified two main components of the STPs’ offers: a configuration-oriented 
component comprising a static business support design, and a process-oriented com-
ponent related to the services and activities offered to tenants (c.f. Autio and Klofsten 
1998). The former includes provision of appropriate infrastructure, building a strong 
identity for the STP, availability of venture capital funding and proximity to a major 
university; the latter includes incubation, training and networking activities for firms. 
Both components must be planned carefully to deliver value to tenants.

This study has implications for park managers, firm managers and policymakers.
For park managers it suggests the need for a comprehensive view when designing 

and implementing the park’s offer, including both configuration- and process-oriented 
support. Being efficiently integrated into a triple-helix configured network of partners is 
crucial for shaping an STP’s offer. Both creating value for tenants and communicating 
value to tenants are important for effectively value delivery.

For tenants and prospective tenants, this research should be informative for firm 
managers about the added value of on-park location. In particular, firm managers should 
be aware of the two components of the support provided by parks.

Finally, our work helps policymakers to better understand STPs dynamics as a busi-
ness support tool. As a geographically bounded initiative, STPs are often compared 
to spontaneous agglomerations (Huang et  al. 2012). Even if performing a compared 
cost–benefit analysis is out of the aims of this paper, our study suggests that STPs offer 
idiosyncratic support that is not available in spontaneous agglomerations. While it is 
true that services can be bought from consulting firms, park management play an impor-
tant role in enhancing the agglomeration effects, providing an incubation environment 
for start-ups, fostering networking and contacts with universities and venture capitalists, 
and increasing the international visibility of tenant firms. Furthermore, since STPs are 
often publicly funded, they enjoy an institutional legitimacy that is not found in sponta-
neous agglomeration.

In future research, it would be interesting to investigate the demand-side of STPs, 
to assess how the support provided is perceived. Based on the data available on firms, 
it would be useful to assess how different managerial practices affect firm performance 
and how relations between parks and external actors affect tenants’ performance. 
Finally, this study could be replicated in regions and countries characterized by weaker 
innovation systems, which would add interesting insights into how STPs work and 
would create value for these environments.
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