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Abstract: The objective consists of unfolding how multinationals access to local labor 
pools in MIDs (Marshallian Industrial District), as an effective way of sourcing local 
tacit knowledge for building up local capabilities. Focusing on ZARA’s collocation and 
recruiting strategy in the Vinalopo footwear MID in Spain for competence-creation in 
the footwear industry, complementing its clothing expertise, this study explores how 
and what multinationals learn from MIDs. This study empirically shows a recruiting 
process aimed at accessing to local sources of knowledge, especially those that 
constitute the focal cluster’s competitive advantage, sourcing local knowledge by 
recruiting primarily local workers with high social ties and tacit knowledge from the 
best local (footwear-dedicated) firms. Results contribute to keep opening the “black-
box” of multinationals in clusters.    

 

Resumen: El objetivo consiste en desplegar cómo las multinacionales acceden a grupos 
de trabajo locales en MID (Distrito Industrial de Marshall), como una forma efectiva de 
obtener conocimiento tácito local para desarrollar las capacidades locales. Centrándose 
en la estrategia de colocación y colocación de ZARA en el MID de calzado Vinalopo en 
España para la creación de competencias en la industria del calzado, complementando 
su experiencia en vestimenta, este estudio explora cómo y qué las multinacionales 
aprenden de los MID. Este estudio muestra empíricamente un proceso de reclutamiento 
dirigido al acceso a fuentes locales de conocimiento, especialmente aquellas que 
constituyen la ventaja competitiva del clúster focal, obteniendo conocimiento local al 
reclutar principalmente trabajadores locales con altos lazos sociales y conocimiento 
tácito del mejor local (dedicado al calzado) empresas. Los resultados contribuyen a 
seguir abriendo la "caja negra" de las multinacionales en clusters. 
 
Resum: L'objectiu consisteix a desplegar com les multinacionals accedeixen a les 
piscines laborals locals dels MID (Districte Industrial de Marshall), com a forma eficaç 
de proveir coneixements tàcits locals per a la creació de capacitats locals. Centrant-se en 
l'estratègia de reclutament i col·locació de ZARA al mercat de calçat Vinalopo MID a 
Espanya per a la creació de competències en la indústria del calçat, complementant la 
seva experiència de roba, aquest estudi explora com i quines multinacionals aprenen 
dels MID. Aquest estudi mostra empíricament un procés de reclutament destinat a 
accedir a fonts locals de coneixement, especialment aquelles que constitueixen 
l'avantatge competitiu del clúster focal, obtenint coneixements locals reclutant 
principalment treballadors locals amb forts llaços socials i coneixements tàcits dels 
millors locals (dedicats al calçat) empreses. Els resultats contribueixen a mantenir obert 
la "caixa negra" de multinacionals en clústers. 
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1-INTRODUCTION 

Collocation in clusters/industrial districts1 facilitates face-to-face interaction, inter-firm 

collaboration in product manufacturing or joint problem-solving, access to high-quality 

information and tacit knowledge, along with learning and improving competitive 

capabilities2. All these advantages come mainly through inter-personal and inter-firm, 

unintentional and uncompensated exchange of tacit knowledge and ideas, and also 

conveyed from access to local suppliers and large and highly-qualified labor pools (e.g. 

Saxenian 1994). Access to these local labor pools by recruiting workers carrying local 

tacit knowledge, however, remains less researched, especially in the case of 

multinationals (MNEs) setting a foothold in industrial districts for competence-creation 

or capability building. Despite great efforts on understanding multinationals in local 

spaces (e.g. Fuller & Phelps 2018), along with their location behavior and decisions 

(e.g. Ascani, Crescenzi, and Iammarino 2016; Phelps and Wood, 2017; Mariotti, 

Piscitello, and Elia 2014) and labor mobility (e.g. Boschma et al. 2009), the intersection 

of these topics has received less attention. To the extent that, to the best of our 

knowledge, recruiting strategies by MNEs to source local (tacit) knowledge, through 

access to high-skills local labor markets in agglomerations, remains overlooked. Thus, 

our objective consists of unfolding how multinationals access to local labor pools in 

MIDs, as an effective way of sourcing local tacit knowledge, carried out by local 

employees, for building up local capabilities. Specifically, we focus on ZARA 

collocation in a MIDs (Marshallian Industrial District) following a competence-creation 

mandate3, that is, entry is motivated by access to assets and knowledge (see Cantwell & 

																																																													
1 Throughout this paper clusters and Marshallian Industrial Districts are used interchangeably, albeit we do recognize 
different social mechanisms prevailing in Marshallian Industrial Districts. MIDs in this article refer to localization 
advantages in the Marshallian sense or Saxenian (1994), due to industry specialization: these localization economies, 
based on a social dimension, reduce transaction costs, foster knowledge exchange, and facilitate the creation of a 
network-based model of flexible organization that enables easier innovation and growth. 
 
2 By knowledge capabilities we refer to resources, capabilities or routines that build firms’ knowledge bases and 
drives performance (Barney 1991; Peteraf 1993). See Phelps & Fuller (2016) for its application to MNEs and 
subsidiaries 

	
3	Competence-creation	is	a	knowledge-seeking	strategy	to	source	expertise.	Cantwell	&	Mudambi	(2005)	
posit	that	competence-creating	(creates	new	lines	of	technology	for	the	multinational	corporate	group)	
and	 competence-exploiting	 (adapts	 established	 lines	 of	 technology	 that	 are	 familiar	 to	 the	 corporate	
group).		



3	
	

Mudambi 2005), analyzing its recruiting strategy for accessing to (inflows of) local 

labor pools to source local tacit knowledge. 

Beyond agglomeration as a spatial context of learning, recruiting strategies are claimed 

to constitute an effective way to access to knowledge from competitors and suppliers 

(e.g. Rao & Drazin 2002). Based upon this premise, and assuming that knowledge is 

embedded in local/regional labor networks (Almeida & Kogut 1999) and employees are 

principal carriers of local tacit knowledge in clusters (e.g. Saxenian 1994; Gertler 2003), 

our study goes a step further and contextualize multinationals’ collocation and learning 

strategies for capability building in clusters, with the aim of sourcing local knowledge 

through recruiting from local labor pools. More precisely, we elaborate to produce a 

different yet related and complementary framework from that of labor mobility (e.g. 

Boschma et al. 2009) that also incorporates multinational strategies to recruit. For this 

purpose, we leave the debate of MNEs (inward) collocation and regional development 

to others (e.g. Mariotti et al. 2008; Menghinello et al. 2010). Rather, we concentrate on 

the strand that researches multinationals behavior in clusters (e.g. Fuller & Phelps 2018; 

Mariotti et al. 2014), focusing on understanding the micro-processes and mechanisms 

by which multinationals source local tacit knowledge for capability building through 

deploying recruiting strategies in clusters for accessing local labor pools. In doing so, 

our study answers how and what MNEs gain from collocation: how multinationals 

absorb knowledge from MIDs through recruiting new employees? What knowledge 

multinationals absorb from accessing MID local labor pools?  

By unfolding learning mechanisms of collocated multinationals in industrial districts, 

our study contributes to economic geography by extending our knowledge on 

multinationals and their interplay at clusters (Fuller & Phelps 2018; Phelps & Fuller 

2016; Ascani 2017; Mariotti et al. 2014; Tallman & Chacar 2011; Tokatli 2008). 

Besides, the study also contributes to enrich existent frameworks on knowledge creation 

and diffusion in clusters (e.g. Pinch et al., 2003; Jenkins and Tallman, 2016). 

To these ends, we adopted a mixed quantitative and qualitative method (Cameron & 

Molina-Azorin 2011), encompassing statistical data analysis and direct face-to-face 

interviews with key informants. The focal process is the learning process of MNEs in 

MIDs through recruiting strategies. In this study we focused on Marshallian Industrial 

Districts (MIDs), characterized as socio-economic contexts with norms, social ties and a 
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mix of cooperation and competition that constitutes a very special local environment 

(Piore & Sabel 1984; Beccatini 1990; Saxenian 1994). The setting is the Vinalopo 

footwear district of Alicante in Spain4 and the context is based on a mature MID in 

Spain, characterized by leading technology expertise and innovation capabilities, that is 

shocked in the late 1990s by the collocation of the world largest fashion firm (ZARA), 

with the commitment to build capabilities, beyond clothing, for footwear production.	

Assuming a competence-creation mandate, we analyse ZARA learning process at 

Vinalopo by dissecting its recruiting strategy for sourcing local knowledge. 

Researching ZARA behavior in that MID from 2000 to 2017, through its TEMPE 

subsidiary, results unfold MNE recruiting strategy in MID, showing how MNEs seek to 

learn local technical knowledge by recruiting skills that are part of the focal district 

expertise, that is, those that constitute the focal district’s core capabilities, but is not 

available in the multinationals’ internal network. This recruiting strategy is 

characterized by hiring new employees that present a relatively high social capital and 

are originated from leading local firms dedicated to the focal district’s technical 

expertise.   

 

The paper is organized as follows: after this introduction, Section Two addresses theory. 

In Section Three, the setting and methods are presented. Then, in Section Four, the 

empirics are shown and discussed. Finally, in the Section Five main conclusions are set 

out.  

 

2-THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1 Local tacit knowledge: creation and diffusion in MIDs 

Local tacit knowledge is, according to Gertler (2003: 76-79) a prime determinant of the 

geography of innovative activity, being also entrenched with context, as tacit knowledge 

both defines and is defined by social context, to the extent that it is assumed that tacit 

knowledge can only be shared effectively between two or more people when they also 

																																																													
4 The Alicante Footwear District, Spain, is made up of four main municipalities: Elche, Elda, Petrer and Villena, 
along other neighborhood ones such as Crevillent, all located upon the Vinalopo River Valley. It is responsible for 
more than 80% of Spanish production of shoes and their designs, constituting one of the largest footwear cluster in 
Europe, along Riviera del Brenta in Veneto, Italy, sourcing shoes for premium brands such as Armani, Versace, etc. 
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share a common social context: shared values, language and culture. In fact, it is solely 

produce in practice (Maskell and Malmberg, 1999: 172). Overall, it is a very spatial 

component and key determinant of the geography of innovative activity, as (i) it is 

difficult to exchange over long distances, (ii) it is context-specific and spatially sticky 

and (iii) it is part of the socially-organized learning process.  

MIDs are socio-territorial entities which feature an active presence of both a 

communities of people and a population of firms, which interact and collaborate in daily 

activities. Although forged at different level, both types of relations impact each other in 

multiple ways  (Ettilinger, 2003), and underlay the relevance of clusters as drivers of 

innovation (Delgado et al. 2014). Knowledge diffusion fostering innovation is greater in 

these territorialized contexts or concentrated networks which ease pervasive face-to-

face interactions between network members (Breschi & Lissoni 2009; Storper & 

Venables 2004), special of tacit knowledge which is difficultly transferable and context-

specific  (Malmberg & Maskell 1997). 

Challenging this traditional tenet in cluster literature, scholars increasingly recognize 

that knowledge is exchanged in a selective and uneven manner and clustered firms play 

heterogeneous roles in knowledge sharing (Boschma & ter Wal 2007; Giuliani 2007; 

Morrison & Rabellotti 2009). Despite being collocated, not all firms exhibit the same 

access to knowledge and geographical proximity should be complemented with other 

proximity dimensions (Balland et al. 2016; Molina-Morales et al. 2015). Together with 

these interactive knowledge sharing mechanisms, labour mobility of high-skilled 

employees enhances knowledge spillovers in clusters (Almeida & Kogut 1999; Breschi 

& Lissoni 2009; Wixe 2014). 

2.2 Capability building by multinationals in MIDs 

This study focuses on understanding multinationals’ learning process by collocation for 

competence-creation, combining their own internal knowledge with that available in 

clusters. Literature has pointed out that a firm’s capability-building in clusters is 

facilitated by a cluster-specific form of architectural knowledge that facilitates the rapid 

dissemination of knowledge throughout the cluster by increasing the learning capacity 

of proximate firms. This architectural knowledge reflects the cluster resources and 

capabilities, its core advantage, and it is shaped by different elements that foster the 
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creation and circulation of component knowledge (Tallman et al. 2004; Pinch et al. 

2003).   

In the specific case of MIDs, a district’s core capabilities or advantage, underpinning its 

externalities, is sustained and reinforced by a social dimension sustained by trust, 

common language and social norms (e.g. Brusco, 1982; Piore and Sabel, 1984; 

Beccatini, 1990). Social ties, reinforced by continuous interactions, reduce transaction 

costs, fostering knowledge exchange through embeddedness.  In fact, in MIDs there is 

abundant local tacit knowledge and externalities that require a higher level of 

embeddedness. As regards multinationals, it is highly recognized the importance of the 

geographic space for the creation of competences through a network of embedded 

subsidiaries, requiring a balance between internal and external embeddedness (Narula 

2014). Multiple embeddedness implies collaboration (Narula & Santangelo 2012) with 

local partners that make up the local innovation system (Rugman, A.M. & D’Cruz 

2000). This embeddedness is consistent with the “resource bundling” theory of the 

MNE (Meyer et al. 2011), establishing that local communities of practices takes place in 

order to generate local competencies and then try out their potential transfer within 

MNEs’ internal networks. Thus, multinationals, similar to other different type of local 

firms, need to create and participate in local communities of practice for sourcing local 

tacit knowledge. This is pursued by becoming embedded in the local space through firm 

interaction and participation in local social networks (Tallman & Chacar 2011), 

accessing gradually to that cluster-specific architectural knowledge from which to 

absorb existing flows of (component) knowledge (Tallman & Chacar 2011; Jenkins & 

Tallman 2010).  

In this chain of thought, embedded subsidiaries are said to be more open to source than 

closed to spill knowledge in technological locations for learning (Cantwell & Zhang 

2011; Sofka et al. 2014) (Sofka et al. 2014; Cantwell & Zhang 2011).  It is also 

evidenced that industrial districts provide MNEs with easier access to industry-specific 

agglomeration economies, providing substitutes for different aspects of the target firm’s 

competences, thus reducing an MNE’s need to maintain a local acquisition, due to the 

available externalities in the focal district (Mariotti et al. 2014).  
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We argue that for capability building in MIDs, recruiting local workers facilitates not 

only accessing local skills, but entering local social networks or communities of practice 

that provide direct access to that architectural knowledge or district’s core capabilities 

for capability building. Recruiting locally reinforce local embeddedness and expands a 

multinational’s repository of local social networks because in clusters employees are 

principal carriers of that local tacit knowledge (e.g. Saxenian, 1994) that is easily 

transferred through labor mobility (Almeida & Kogut 1999; Saxenian 1994; Gertler 

2003; Breschi & Lissoni 2009; Dahl & Pedersen 2004; Angeli et al. 2014; Wixe 2014) 

(Almeida and Kogut, 1999; Saxenian, 1994; Gertler, 2003; Breschi and Lissoni, 2009; 

Dahl and Pedersen, 2003; Angeli, Grandi and Grimaldi, 2014).  

In order to illustrate better this idea of embeddedness by focusing on MNEs in industrial 

districts, we use a quote from (Nachum and Keeble, 2003: 465), describing the manager 

of an American MNE subsidiary co-located in the Soho cluster in London: 

	«People give work to those they know [...] There are about 100 companies producing TV 
commercials, and we take those we know. Why deal with strangers? [...] Commercial and social 
relations are mixed—this industry is about whom you know. You are not judged on your skills 
you need personal contacts. [...]A base in Soho helps hiring the “right people”. They are all 
around, you get to know them, you get to know other people who know them. The managing 
director of a US advertising agency similarly expressed the view that [...] it is a very social 
business. [...] Networking is the key to the business» (2003:465) 

 

2.3 Recruiting strategies for sourcing local knowledge: hypothesis development 

Labor mobility is connected to recruiting strategies. Specifically, at the firm strategy 

level, recruiting strategies are claimed to constitute an effective way to access to 

knowledge from competitors and suppliers (Rao & Drazin 2002) and in the particular 

case of multinationals, collocation is an effective strategy to boost learning from 

sourcing local tacit knowledge through inflows of (new) recruits. Thus, the type of 

knowledge embedded in (new) recruits constitute inflows of knowledge to the 

subsidiary.   

New recruits bring (to the recruiter) skills conveying different types of knowledge. 

First, capabilities or knowledge from old employers’ capabilities (Boschma et al. 2009; 

Gertler 2003; Power & Lundmark 2004; Klepper 2002; Klepper 2007), especially in 

MIDs (Hervas-Oliver et al. 2017); employees transfer tacit capabilities (consisting of 

routines, organizational resources, hand-on-training processes, solving-problem 
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procedures, etc.) from the old or previous employers. In doing so, new recruits in the 

subsidiary bring an array of capabilities “inherited” from the ex-employer/s. This idea is 

very well documented in literature of spinoffs (Klepper 2002; Klepper 2007; Cheyre et 

al. 2015) and clusters as well (e.g. Boschma and Wenting, 2007; Hervas-Oliver, Lleo 

and Cervello, 2017), being also confirmed in the context of labor mobility by Boschma, 

Eriksson and Lindgren (2009).  

Transfer of organizational routines is dependent on the type of company from which a 

recruit originates, assuming that organizational routines (Nelson & Winter 1982)may 

also be transferred from the previous employers to the new employers (Klepper 2007), 

especially in clusters (Hervas-Oliver et al. 2017). Thus, we agree and extend seminal 

study by Boschma, Eriksson and Lindgren (2009) that the type of knowledge brought 

into the MNE by new recruits depends on (1) the type of firm or previous employer’s 

organizational capabilities from which a new recruit has originated and, (2) the 

matching of the existing knowledge base of the firm. In this chain of thought, new 

recruits transfer tacit capabilities (consisting of routines, organizational resources, hand-

on-training processes, solving-problem procedures, etc.) from the old employers’, 

including product innovation know-how (Rao & Drazin 2002), technical knowledge 

(Almeida & Kogut 1999) or organizational routines (Madsen et al. 2003). Subsidiaries’ 

recruitment strategies, then, will be directed on sourcing organizational routines from 

those best advance firms that are involuntarily transfer knowledge to the collocated 

subsidiary through new recruits.  

Second, knowledge from technologically-related industries or knowledge bases from 

which a new recruit originates also brings inflows of non-redundant knowledge for the 

recruiter, as work experience in the same or related industries is consider to be a 

valuable capability embedded in the workers’ experiences and routines (Boschma et al. 

2009). As regards knowledge bases, the industry from which the new recruit originates 

(and its embodied technologies) is an indicator of knowledge bases, either related or 

unrelated to the new employers’ (multinationals, in this particular case). Following 

Boschma et al. (2009), we posit that newly acquired skills brought in from new recruits 

will contribute when they are related to the multinational’s existing knowledge bases, 

conveying learning opportunities based on a heterogeneous combination of new and 

existent knowledge bases (Madsen et al. 2003). Boschma et al. (2009) points out that, 

those knowledge bases related to the existing knowledge base of the plant had a positive 
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effect on plant performance, while the inflow of new employees with skills that are 

already present in the plant had a negative impact. As stated by Dokko & Rosenkopf 

(2010), benefits of labor inflows are contingent on the industry from which new recruits 

originated, and specially this may strengthen new employer knowledge bases when the 

previous and the new employer have complementary resources or knowledge bases, a 

point that is also showed by Somaya et al. (2008).  

Third, social capital is implicit in the localized knowledge flows (Singh 2005; Zucker et 

al. 1998), constituting a resource embedded in relationships through personal and 

professional ties to their current and previous co-workers from old employers’ (Adler & 

Kwon 2002), relationships with colleagues and other co-located individuals that usually 

persist after they move. In MIDs, existing networks are vital for ID functioning (Scott, 

1989), in so far as they provide legitimacy to access tacit knowledge (Scott, 1992:16). 

These social networks are the basis of the local social capital, and labor flows represent 

the transfer of a bit of that local tacit knowledge embedded into social ties. A new 

recruit brings access to social capital (networks, ties and their tacit knowledge) from 

previous her employers (Granovetter 1973; Adler & Kwon 2002; Corredoira & 

Rosenkopf 2010), constituting a potential opportunity for the multinational to source 

tacit knowledge. Multinationals seek not only tacit knowledge but local tacit one 

(Tallman & Chacar 2011; Hervas-Oliver & Boix-Domenech 2013), especially that 

related to the district’s core advantage. 

Fourth, the geography or local space from which a new recruit originates is also of 

capital importance, due to the fact that tacit knowledge is considered to be sticky and 

locally embedded (e.g. Gertler 2003; Almeida & Kogut 1999; Saxenian 1994)and the 

local shared values and language really helps to interpret and contextualize, even 

decoding, in local spaces, to the extent that each tacit component of knowledge is better 

diffused and understood when it is originated and used in the same space, especially in 

MIDs (Hervas-Oliver et al. 2017). Geographical affiliation, that is, the place where the 

ex-employer’s new recruit is located, also matters in the recruiting strategy as 

knowledge tends to circulate and cluster easily in space, flowing through existing local 

networks (Jaffe et al. 1993; Almeida & Kogut 1999). MIDs provide a rich socially-

based context of trust, common language and sense of belonging (Beccatini 1990; 

Brusco 1982) that is also sustained by social norms and common institutions (Beccatini 

1990; Saxenian 1994; Stuart & Sorenson 2003). Social capital conveying high-quality 
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information and knowledge is local/regional (Beccatini 1990; Saxenian 1994; Almeida 

& Kogut 1999; Stuart & Sorenson 2003), and for this reason the social capital that new 

recruits bring in to the multinational can be effectively applied when professional (and 

personal) ties, along with shared cognitive schemes and common mindsets, are 

embedded into local firms. 

Therefore, by synthesizing the previous arguments, we posit that multinational 

companies building local capabilities through sourcing local tacit knowledge deploy 

recruiting strategies aimed at accessing not only skills from new recruits but the 

necessary local language, shared language and common patterns of understanding to 

better exploit routines and knowledge from previous local employers. Multinational’s 

recruiting strategies facilitate local embeddedness and the access to local communities 

of practice.  Multinationals, therefore, seek sourcing knowledge through recruiting 

locally (geography) from advance firms with superior stock of knowledge 

(organizational capabilities), from local technology-related industries (knowledge 

bases) that incorporate technical skills that are non-redundant (to the multinational) and 

are strongly rooted in the local district’s expertise. Additionally, new recruits’ social 

capital can be better activated and used by collocated multinationals when inter-

personal ties with ex-coworkers are locally embedded (social capital). Therefore, we 

expect that collocated multinationals for competence creation will target at local 

technical expertise, aiming at new recruits originating from: (i) advanced local firms 

with superior resources and capabilities, vis-à-vis followers or non-local ones; (iii) firms 

with expertise related to the focal district’s competitive advantage, that is, with  non-

redundant knowledge bases for the multinational; (iv) new recruits with higher social 

capital, especially developed from local firms.  

 

Therefore, we state our hypothesis in a testable manner as follows: 

 

Hypothesis 1: Collocated multinationals aimed at competence-creation will recruit 

technical expertise for product manufacturing from advanced companies from the focal 

district.  

Hypothesis 2: Collocated multinationals aimed at competence-creation will recruit 

technical expertise for product manufacturing from firms in technology-related 
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knowledge bases, that is, those of the focal district’s competitive advantage, from the 

focal district. 

Hypothesis 3: Collocated multinationals aimed at competence-creation will recruit 

technical expertise for product manufacturing through new recruits with high social 

capital accumulated in firms from the focal district. 

 

3-SETTING AND METHODOLOGY 

3.1 The Vinalopo cluster in Spain 

Italy and Portugal, Spain account for a solid position around over 70% of the European 

production of shoes and components. Based on its long tradition of leather 

craftsmanship, Spain has stomped in the international arena for decades, being 

represented by the Vinalopo MID located in Alicante, an export-oriented mature cluster 

that during the period ranging from 1995-to-2017 double its contribution to exports 

(passing from $ 1,450 million to $ 2,775). This footwear-dedicated manufacturing pole 

presents around 2,739 firms agglomerated in an area of 25 km and accounts for over 

30,000 employees, contributing to lead he Spanish footwear industry by representing 

over 80% of its production and exports (Hervas-Oliver, 2018; data from 2017). The 

district is also responsible of more than 60% of the registered designs (footwear and 

fashion items) in Spain, as an indicator of creativity and innovation5.  

Established in 1975, the holding Inditex has become the world’s largest fashion retailer 

with 162,000 employees and 7,504 stores spread across 94 countries by the end of 2017. 

In addition to ZARA, the flagship brand which accounted 65% of the group turnover in 

2017, Inditex owns other fashion chains: Pull & Bear: Uterqüe (high quality 

accessories, leatherwear and clothing), Pull and Bear (youth casual clothes), Massimo 

Dutti (quality and conventional fashion), Bershka (avant-garde clothing), Stradivarius 

(trendy garments for young woman), Oysho (undergarment chain) and Zara Home 

(household textiles). From the geographical perspective, Inditex leap to fame as an 

exception to globalization, for keeping manufacturing at home (Berger 2005). Still in 

2018, 59% of its factories are close located to the Spanish headquarters in Northern 

																																																													
5 See more about the cluster in Belso-Martinez (2010).  
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Spain, albeit its production is global. However, recent research concludes that ZARA 

ceased to be an exception at some point in the last years (Tokatli 2014). 

Joint efforts by ZARA and a Vinalopo-based entrepreneur (Garvaling S.A.) led to the 

launch of a commercial agreement for securing footwear and accessories from the 

Vinalopo cluster at the beginning of 1990s. During the late 1990s, ZARA carried out a 

direct (green-field) investment setting up “TEMPE”, its new subsidiary for footwear,  at 

the heart of the Vinalopo cluster, committed to competence-creation in the footwear 

industry, a technology far away from its well-established clothing expertise.  This 

competence-creating subsidiary mandate is a strategic asset-seeking investment6 and 

competence-creating subsidiary mandate for creating a center of excellence. World-

wide footwear operations are coordinated from TEMPE at Vinalopo, integrating 

activities of the group in the top global footwear clusters (China, Vietnam, India, 

Mexico or Brazil). TEMPE at Vinalopo was clearly created for the fashion-related 

business of accessories (e.g. bags) and footwear, as ZARA had no expertise on that 

particular field at the time of setting up in the late 1990s, limiting its activities at that 

time  to just source from suppliers, collaborating only with some part of the design 

process. At the present time, TEMPE at Vinalopo carries out the high-value added 

activities of footwear manufacturing: prototyping, design, innovation, product 

manufacturing, logistics and global integration of the contract manufacturers. 

Simultaneously, the majority of the premium shoes are outsourced to local firms in 

Vinalopo, while the most cost-sensitive portfolio is outsourced to the Asian and Latian-

American clusters.  TEMPE facilities at Vinalopo act as a global hub for logistic 

integration and consolidation of the global production, as well as the global center for 

activity coordination, carrying out the high value-added activities for all global centers 

of footwear production. Lastly, it is worth noticing that the real expertise of the 

Vinalopo cluster resides in its technical expertise related to footwear production and 

manufacturing, including all technical activities within.  

Data from the MNE's records and Spanish Statistical Institute leave little doubts of the 

impressive impact of the subsidiary on both the cluster and the Spanish footwear 

industry. In 2012, Tempe designed and distributed 51,39M of units in its local facilities, 

a quantity comparable to 85,7% of the cluster’s production. Today, it manages 98,74M 

of pairs, equivalent to 87% of the Spanish footwear production. Figure XX reveals the 
																																																													
6 See Cantwell & Mudambi (2005: 1109:1110) 
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magnitude of the phenomenon in terms of turnover and units distributed, which grow on 

average by 8,5% and 13,2% respectively.  

Figure XX. Tempe’s turnover and units distributed by financial year 

 

Source: Inditex-Tempe. 

3.2. Methodology and data 

We use mix-methods, encompassing direct face-to-face (semi-structured) interviews 

and data analysis from TEMPE recruiting. In order to gain better understanding of the 

local environment, authors conducted a total of 35 face-to-face, interviews with 

members of the cluster, including personnel at TEMPE, trade associations, unions, 

suppliers, contractors, and other key informants embedded in the cluster. The fieldwork 

began with an exploratory qualitative stage to shed light on and help to structure the 

confirmatory quantitative research. Six in-depth interviews and two focus groups were 

conducted to explore the phenomenon dynamics in March-April 2017, accounting in 

total for 35 interviews with informants. Recruiting policies were one of the key topics of 

interviews.   

As suggested by informants, and with the purpose of building the story on robust data, 

an original database on recruiting in the Vinalopo MID around TEMPE was created 

using LinkedIn, capturing from a public source of data the individual-level data 

detailing recruits at Tempe. We proceed by searching for all workers from TEMPE (in 

2017) and then from the local companies related to the TEMPE’s recruits, that is, the 

companies from which recruits originated. For data building, authors focused on the 

previous jobs (ex-employers of the new recruit, capturing the name of the company and 

its industry) before joining TEMPE. Also we collected the occupation that the new 
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recruit took up when joining TEMPE. Data sourcing activities identified 534 profiles 

using the people search feature of a premium Linkedin account and “TEMPE” as the 

current employer, spanning from 2000 to 2017 period. This data describes, 

longitudinally,  the evolution of the hiring strategy of TEMPE since the beginning of 

collocation in the Vinalopo. Such sample size dissipates concerns about potential bias 

induced by early termination process of Linkedin search algorithm that presents the top 

1000 profiles in terms of popularity which meet the criteria (Tifferet & Vilnai-Yavetz 

2018). Simultaneously, we use SABI database (Bureau van Dijk) to match ex-

employers’ capabilities, location and other variables of interest (export, etc.). Due to 

research goals, some records were removed from the initial dataset when positions 

require a limited skill set or generate minimal value; lack information about the 

variables of interest (e.g. location of the previous employer); or irresoluble 

inconsistencies on the profile existed (e.g. two simultaneous full-time working 

positions). At the end, our final sample included 354 active employees at TEMPE. 

Linkedin data mining provides a lot of useful information for designing recruiting 

strategies (Zide et al. 2014), particularly for skillful positions (Klier & Thiel 2015). Like 

other online digital platforms, due to accessibility and extraction possibilities (Feldman 

et al. 2015), it represents an emerging data source for studies at the cross-road between 

the human capital mobility and the geography of innovation fields (Baruffaldi et al. 

2017; Feldman & Lowe 2015; Ge et al. 2016).  

As regards variables, the dependent variable in this study is the occupation that the new 

recruit takes up at TEMPE, Occupation variable. Then, the explanatory variables 

capture the different type or dimension of the local tacit knowledge conveyed through 

the TEMPE recruitment strategy, through the variables capabilities, knowledge bases, 

social capital and geography affiliation. In short, the key variables are as follows:  

First, the Occupation variable. The type of job or occupation that a new recruit takes up 

at TEMPE; This variable takes value 2 when the new recruit’s job at TEMPE is related 

to technical footwear-dedicated product manufacturing activities or 1 otherwise (jobs 

related to logistics, administration of others, those non-technical and non-footwear-

dedicated ones). We use the variable this way because the local technical expertise is 

built upon new technical product manufacturing, constituting this activity the core 

capability of the cluster. Notice that TEMPE does not manufacture, as it outsources it to 

contract manufacturers.  
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Second, the Capabilities variable, capturing the ex-employer’s capabilities “inherited” 

by the recruit (Klepper 2007; Boschma et al. 2009); that is, the type of company from 

which a recruit originated before joining the multinational. According to interviews, 

TEMPE recruiting has been mostly, but not only, directed to the leading firms in 

different type of activities, ranging from logistics (from companies like DHL or UPS), 

administration and/or IT (from companies like Deloitte), to footwear manufacturers 

(e.g. Pikolinos), among others. The latter, footwear companies, in this leading group of 

advanced firms are basically coordinators of footwear activities. Coordinators (as 

network orchestrators) is the name that Vinalopo informants used to clearly indicate the 

pattern of firms targeted by TEMPE, reflecting a servitization of the district. These 

coordinator companies used to be manufacturers that gradually built up capabilities of 

design, prototyping and commercializing, outsourcing their production to local 

specialized firms and climbing the ladder of high-value adding activities, albeit some of 

them keep manufacturing. In fact, these coordinators firms are technology gatekeepers 

that orchestrate local networks of small subcontractors, promoting and coordinating the 

extensive local division of labor, including those specialized firms that produce soles, 

heels, sewers, tanners, etc., mostly in a B2B basis. Those coordinators know how to 

assemble the whole process and how to orchestrate the army of small specialized firms, 

adding also the marketing, distribution and the design. Coordinators are playing at both 

channels of B2B and B2C, being also leading exporters and possessing reputable 

brands. The variable is constructed from utilizing SABI database. Following informants, 

we proceed by classifying two groups of firms at which TEMPE mostly target 

recruiting: advanced firms (higher capabilities shown in Size and Export activity) and 

specializers (lower capabilities, reflected in smaller firms focused on one single activity 

of the division of labor, including manufacturers and service providers). Subsequently, 

we used informants’ expertise in a focus group in order to check the variable and its 

classification, confirming more than 90% of the taxonomy.  

 

Third, the Knowledge bases variable, indicating the industry (technology related or 

unrelated to the cluster’s know-how and competitive advantage) of the company from 

which a recruit originated (Boschma et al. 2009; Angeli et al. 2014); Social capital 

variable, depicting the social capital carried by the new employee (Hervas-Oliver et al. 

2017), reflected in how many firms it has worked before (assuming it has been 
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embedded into different networks), as much as how many firms a recruit has previously 

work for.  

Fourth, the Geography affiliation variable, capturing the geography or spatial unit of the 

company from which a recruit originated (Almeida & Kogut 1999; Angeli et al. 2014; 

Hervas-Oliver et al. 2017). Among the control variables, Years of Experience of the 

new recruit and Education of the new recruit at the time of joining TEMPE. See Table 1 

for variables and their codification. 

 

Table 1 Variables and their explanation 
CONSTRUCTS AND VARIABLES CODIFICATION 

Type of Occupation: type of occupation that a new 
recruit takes in ZARA-TEMPE.  

OCCUPATION (dependent variable) 

 

Technical footwear-dedicated product manufacturing: 
job at ZARA-TEMPE related to manufacturing of 
footwear and complements in Tempe (2) 

Others: job at ZARA-TEMPE related to non-technical 
support processes and activities linked to logistics, 
administration or others (1) 

Capabilities: capabilities, routines and knowledge 
from previous companies from which a recruit 
originated, showing a potential transfer of 
knowledge. Using experts’ judgement and other 
variables capturing Size and export intensity 
(internationalization) from SABI database.  

CAPABILITIES variable Last company’s 
capabilities from which a new recruit originated, 
before joining ZARA-TEMPE 

Advanced (2): leading firms with advanced repository of 
capabilities (large and internationalized firms) 

Specialized (1): smaller and less internationalized firms, 
mostly acting as subcontractors in manufacturing or 
services providers.   

 

Social capital: social ties and connections 
potentially transferred to ZARA-TEMPE from 
previous companies a recruit has been working at 
before joining ZARA-TEMPE 

SOCIAL_CAPITAL  variable 

Number of a recruit’s previous employers before joining 
ZARA-TEMPE.  

Knowledge bases: referring to the knowledge bases 
or technology related (or unrelated) to the cluster’s 
know-how and competitive advantage from which a 
recruit originated. Last company’s industry-
technology, before joining ZARA-TEMPE, from 
which a recruit originated was the one included in 
the analysis. 

KNOWLEDGE-BASES variable: Last company’s 
industry-technology (knowledge-bases) from which 
a new recruit originated, before joining ZARA-
TEMPE. 

Footwear: Focal or Related to footwear/fashion industry 
(2) 

Others: Other unrelated industries (1) 

Geography affiliation: referring to the geography or 
spatial unit of the last company from which a recruit 
originated. 

Cluster: from a company located in the Vinalopo cluster 
(all different municipalities of the cluster) (2) 

Non-cluster: from a company located outside the cluster, 



17	
	

GEOGRAPHY variable: Last company’s 
geography from which a new recruit originated, 
before joining ZARA-TEMPE 

  

at the national or global spatial unit (1) 

Control Variables: 

YEARS_EXPERIENCE 

EDUCATION 

YEARS_EXPERIENCE: Professional experience was 
measured as the number of years of professional 
experience of the new recruit when joining ZARA-
TEMPE. 

EDUCATION: Education level of the new recruit 
joining ZARA-TEMPE 

(1) Up to Secondary School 
(2) High-School or vocational training 
(3) University tertiary degree 

 

 

 

 

 

4. RESULTS  
 

Table 2 shows the correlation matrix and descriptive statistics. Then, Table 3 shows the logit 
analysis of the dependent and independent variables. As above mentioned, testing the stated 
hypothesis requires from observing, especially, the interaction terms.  

 

Table 2. Correlation matrix and descriptive statistics 

 Mean SD (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

OCCUPATION (1) 1.314 0.486 1       

EDUCATION (2) 1.69 0.634 *-0.129 1      

YEARS_EXPERIENCE 
(3) 11.30 4.594 *0.090 ***-.318 1     

SOCIAL CAPITAL (4) 2.92 1.050 **0.119 -.001 ***.361 1    

CAPABILITIES (5) 1.36 0.480 -0.029 -.042 .063 -.052 1   

KNOWLEDGE BASES 
(6) 1.506 0.501 ***0.416 ***-.164 **.133 ***.157 ***-.167 1  

GEOGRAPHY (7) 1.350 0.478 **0.118 *-.089 ***.170 .003 ***.401 -.079 1 
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Table 3. Logistic regression of independent variables on Occupation 
VARIABLES   Specification 

1 
Specification 

2 
Specification 

3 
Specification 

4 

Education ***-0.791 **-0.371 **-0.376 *-0.346 

Years_Experience -0.061 -0.033 -0.038 -0.018 

Social Capital 0.02 0.124 0.106 ***-1.056 

Capabilities ***-0.631 ***-2.722 -0.242 -0.224 

Knowledge Bases ***1.185 1.77 -0.215 ***1.727 

Geography *0.425 ***-1.592 ***-1.459 ***-1.883 

Geography*Capabilities   ***1.672     

Geography*Knowledge 
Bases 

    ***1.409   

Geography*Social Capital       ***0.899  

(Intercept)  YES***  YES*** YES*** YES *** 

Lr Chi-squared ***69.112 92.729 ***89.937 ***98.236 

Log-likelihood 421.636 398.019 400.812 392.512 

Pseudo-R2 0.236 0.307 0.299 0.323 

N  354 354 354 354 

 

 

As shown in Table 3, all specifications indicate a good fit, ranging from 0.23 

(Specification 1) up to 0.32 (Specification 4). Specification 1 shows that three variables 

are indicating positive and statistically significant relationship with Occupation 

(dependent variable), indicating clearly that new recruits present relatively higher 

probabilities to be hired for technical product manufacturing by the multinational when 

they originate from companies in the footwear/fashion industry (Knowledge Bases 

variable, 1.185 at p<0.01) that are located in the cluster (Geography variable 0.425 at 

p<0.01). Then, the Capability variable shows a negative relationship with Occupation 

(Capabilities variable -0.631 at p<0.01), indicating that: (i) new recruits present 

relatively higher probabilities to be hired for technical product manufacturing when they 

originate from specialized companies (those mostly focusing on one single activity and 
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presenting less size and export activity), while new recruits present relatively higher 

probabilities to be hired for non- technical product manufacturing activities when they 

originate from advanced firms. This results clearly indicates that for those non-technical 

(not footwear-dedicated) activities, the advance firms bring interesting capabilities for 

logistics, administration, IT, etc. (firms such as DHL, Deloitte, etc. ). The other 

variables do not indicate a clear pattern, being statistically non-significant. 

 

Then, Specification 2, 3 and 4 (with a pseudo-R2 taking 0.3, 0.299 and 0.32, 

respectively), capture the hypothesis 1, 2 and 3 respectively through the interaction 

terms (Geography*Capabilities, Geography*Knowledge Bases and Geography*Social 

capital, respectively). Specification 2 clearly shows how Geography*Capabilities (1.672 

at p<0.01) is positively linked to Occupation, signaling that that new recruits present 

relatively higher probabilities to be hired for technical product manufacturing activities 

(Occupation variable) by the multinational when they originate from leading local 

companies, that is, advanced companies located in the cluster. This result suggest that 

the leading local companies are the one preferred by the multinational, as it is an 

indirect way to source the best capabilities from the ex-employers’ new recruits and also 

a manner to source local knowledge.  Contrary to the result observed from the direct 

effect (negative relationship between Capabilities and Occupation variables, showing 

that for non-technical activities the advance firms bring interesting capabilities for 

logistics, administration, IT), the positive interaction term indicates that when recruiting 

from local firms for technical product innovation activities, then, the advance firms 

matter: this suggest that the coordinators are capital due to their capabilities for product 

innovation. Therefore, hypothesis 1 on the idea that multinationals collocated in clusters 

will recruit technical expertise of the focal district from advanced local companies is 

confirmed.  

 

Then, in Specification 3, the interaction of Geography*Knowledge Bases captures the 

hypothesis 2, suggesting that the probability to recruit technical expertise for product 

manufacturing activities is higher for those workers originated from local firms related 

to that footwear (fashion/footwear industry) expertise (Geography*Knowledge Bases, 

1.409 at p<0.01, Specification 3). This insight clearly indicates that the multinational’s 

new recruits for technical product manufacturing activities show higher probabilities to 

be hired when they have been working in the focal industry (footwear-related, that is, 
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local district’s competitive advantage) with local (Geography variable) firms. In other 

words, the multinational company highly values local expertise in the local focal 

industry that is connected to the district’s competitive advantage: footwear design and 

manufacturing. Thus, the second hypothesis stating that multinationals collocated in 

clusters will recruit technical expertise of the local district’s competitive advantage from 

local firms in technology-related areas, non-redundant for the multinational, is also 

confirmed. Put differently, collocated multinationals do not usually seek outside the 

cluster that particular knowledge.  

 

Lastly, in Specification 4, it is showed the Geography*Social Capital interaction (0.899 

at p<0.01 in Specification 4), its positive relationship with recruiting technical expertise 

related to product manufacturing. It indicates that local social capital matters: it really 

increases the probability of recruiting a new worker for that technical expertise related 

to product manufacturing when the worker presents a relatively high local social capital, 

versus a non-local one. This result is directly related to hypothesis three, suggesting that 

new recruits from the cluster with high social capital, that is, the number of local firms 

the new recruit has been working for, present higher probabilities to be hired for product 

manufacturing by the multinational. Accessing to those workers allows the 

multinational to tap into existent multiple local social networks. Thus, the third 

hypothesis about the fact that multinationals collocated in clusters will recruit technical 

expertise through new recruits with high social capital accumulated from local firms is 

also confirmed.  

As regards control variables, only Education is significant, showing that higher 

education is not related to production development, as the latter seems to source on 

highly-specialized blue-collar workers. Years of experience variable is not, as it is 

learned from interviews that experience is useless unless it is locally developed, at least 

for technically-related product manufacturing.  

 

Alternative explanation 

 

Lastly, one important result is that related to the non-technical product innovation 

activities (the 0 value of the Occupation variable), that is, the baseline of the dependent 

variable. It also brings interesting results. First, for non-technical activities 
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(administration, logistics, IT, etc.), advanced (Capabilities variable) firms matter but 

they do not need to be, necessarily, local. They hire people from leading companies 

located in the region or at the national (Spain) level, bringing also valuable capabilities 

that are not present in the focal (footwear-dedicated activities) district from leading 

firms in other fields (logistics, IT, administration…etc). Second, regarding knowledge 

bases, again, for non-technical activities, the focal district’s core technical advantage, 

use useless, as other knowledge bases are not within the focal district’s expertise, 

therefore, the multinational seeks outside the cluster, as above mentioned. Third, for 

non-technical activities, the social capital is not important, as it does not carry out local 

networks or features (trust, local language of doing business, social norms, etc.). In fact, 

TEMPE recruits intensively from outside the cluster (60% versus 40% from within) 

seeking for those non-technical activities that are also necessary for a new subsidiary.  

All in all, it can be stated that for non-technical product (footwear) innovation activities, 

the cluster is not attractive, confirming previous hypothesis from a different perspective.  

 

 

5. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS  

Results indicated that INDITEX collocation in the Vinalopo was motivated to build up 

capabilities (knowledge-seekers), confirming that literature pointing out that local 

environment is claimed to influence multinationals’ location strategy, argument that has 

been pointed out both theoretically (Dunning 2009; Dunning 1998) and empirically 

(Phelps 2000; Shaver & Flyer 2000; Ascani et al. 2016; Phelps & Fuller 2016) (e.g. 

Phelps and Fuller, 2000; Shaver and Flyer, 2000; Ascani et al., 2016, Phelps and Fuller, 

2016). In this chain, of thought, for competence-creation purposes, the collocation of 

ZARA in the Vinalopo cluster unfolds a recruiting strategy design to source technical 

knowlege. According to results, TEMPE aims to source local technical (footwear-

dedicated) knowledge from the Vinalopo by deploying a recruiting strategy 

characterized by incorporating local technical expertise (from the cluster), searching for 

the incorporation of the district’s core capabilities that are not available in the 

multinationals’ internal network, directly recruiting new (technically-dedicated) 

employees that present a relatively high social capital and are originated from leading 

local firms dedicated to the district core capabilities. For other non-technical footwear-

dedicated knowledge, recruiting is intensively concentrated outside the cluster.  
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The correct interpretation of the story precise contextualization of the phenomenon, as 

well as the incorporation of insights from the interviews. It is important to remark the 

fact that TEMPE was following a competence-creation mandate in order to build up 

footwear design and production management (not manufacturing) capabilities, such as 

those as product innovation, prototyping, footwear components selection, 

manufacturing coordination (of contractors), design, etc. Then, it is also important to 

notice that INDITEX corporation was not dedicated to footwear before investing in 

TEMPE, for this reason footwear-related technologies were non-redundant in the 

multinational internal networks. This also implies that it was no adverse selection in the 

sense of Shaver & Flyer (2000), as TEMPE potential spillover7 in the footwear industry 

was not possible, as it was not part of its expertise at that time of entrance (late 1990s).  

Overall, learning technical knowledge was the leitmotif. Constructing capabilities in that 

footwear-relate industry-technology (around fashion, complements, designs, footwear 

components and coordination of contract manufacturers) would have been difficult in a 

developing-world cluster (those such as Vietnam, Mexico, Brazil…etc). Rather, this 

competence-creation was conducted gradually in a mature cluster in a developed 

country (Vinalopo cluster in Spain), with an excellent technical balance between 

technology and costs8. In fact, it hosts international brands such as Stuart Weitzman and 

local firms manufacture for a large batch of premium brands such as Armani, Versace, 

Swarovski, etc., especially for women stilettos whose average price on the market 

account for 300-600 Euro. From Vinalopo all the global footwear value chain at ZARA 

is coordinated, conducting the high value-added activities such as prototyping, design, 

marketing, R&D, logistics, R&D, etc.  Preference for the Spanish cluster versus the one 

in Italy (Riviera del Brenta, Veneto) for locating TEMPE at Vinalopo could have been 

influenced by the location of ZARA’s headquarter in Spain (albeit far away from 

Alicante, in the Northwester side of Spain, in Galicia) but also because: the powerful 

auxiliary industry (footwear components: heels, soles, etc.) and the cluster insertion in 

global production networks. In addition, Spanish labor costs influenced the decision, as 

long as they are much more competitive than the Italian counterparts. Vinalopo was 
																																																													
7 Positive to the cluster spillovers (gains for Vinalopo) were pointed out in the interviews specially in 
showing local cluster new trends, designs, information about global markets and even new related 
manufacturing capabilities (lean manufacturing, platform coordination, logistics….). These are not, 
however, part of this study’s scope.  
8 Production costs in Vinalopo compared to Italian competitor Rivera del Brenta are claimed to be around 
20-30% less costly, with very similar technology expertise.  
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chosen instead of the Portuguese one, because of the more advanced footwear-dedicated 

expertise at the Spanish location9.  Once the phenomenon has been contextualized, 

results can be better interpreted.  

 

First, in respect of hypothesis 1 (Geography*Capabilities) and 2 

(Geography*Knowledge Bases) in tandem, evidence confirms that new recruits taking 

up technical product manufacturing positions at ZARA present a relatively high 

probability to be recruited when they have been previously working for advanced 

footwear-dedicated local firms. Advance local firms for technical activities are basically 

the coordinators10, whose employees present expertise on developing product and its 

manufacturing at global scale, showing skills for problem-solving and integration of 

offshoring activities across borders and even co-integrating local and global activities 

(Martínez-Mora & Merino 2014; Belso-Martínez 2008). This insight is related to the 

multinational’s interest on accessing to local routines, expertise and knowledge, 

capabilities, from the best local companies, recruiting from them, in light with the 

spinoff theory (Klepper 2002; Klepper 2007) and the capability transmission through 

labor mobility (Angeli et al. 2014; Boschma et al. 2009; Somaya et al. 2008), bringing 

also technically-dedicated (non-redundant for the multinational) knowledge bases (local 

expertise in footwear), confirming Boschma et al. (2009). These local advanced firms 

bring the best local knowledge and the necessary nuances and contextualization in order 

to interpret and access to the local knowledge and integrate it with global production 

networks. As regards interviews, our data has confirmed most of the insight learned 

during face-to-face interviews. As key informants revealed (words into brackets are 

ours): 

 
“TEMPE is really recruiting from the best of local firms…..they know what they want and for 
this reason recruit from the best local companies that possess the know-how to coordinate the 
local value chain………..” 
 

“….yes, they have fear…absolutely, they (coordinators) know that they have the best people 
capable of organizing local people…..they know everything about who is formal, who is not, 
who delivers on time and so forth……..ZARA wants them since the beginning, that means your 
knowledge walk out the door……!!” 
 
																																																													
9 From the interviews. Even the Portuguese one could have been better location in terms of proximity to 
headquarters and cost advantage, but it does not have the same premium expertise and extensive 
infrastructure.  
10	From	local	advance	firms	such	as	Rebeca	Sanver,	Hispanitas,	Unisa,	Pikolinos,	and	many	more.		
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“Yes, absolutely, the want those key actors (coordinators)….especially their technicians and 
plant managers that know how to coordinate the rest of local actors…..”. 
 

Precisely, as regards hypothesis 2 (Geography*Knowledge Bases), it is worthy to notice 

that TEMPE was learning to design and coordinate the manufacturing of footwear, as 

ZARA was focused on clothing, and not footwear at the late 1990s. Thus, the critical 

knowledge base related to the local technical expertise on footwear design and 

manufacturing (industry affiliation to that particular field) was “under-construction” in 

the multinational company at the time of entry, and the Vinalopo cluster was the perfect 

environment to start to learn since the late 1990s, using first the local partner (Garvalin) 

to learn. This type of capabilities related to the footwear industry or knowledge based 

was, to some extent, related to clothing manufacturing, especially linked to design 

activities for clothing (in terms of fashion, colors, etc.). Then, the related (footwear-

dedicated) knowledge bases created synergies with the multinational’s knowledge bases 

(based on clothing) in terms of market analysis, fashion trends, global markets, and so 

forth. This is consistent with Boschma et al. (2009) and Angeli et al. (2014). As 

disclosed during the focus group: 

 
“They recruit from leading firms in all different industries, but especially they want the local 
expertise…..yes, those teams of design, plant managers, technicians, all of them working in 
product manufacturing are from the cluster…they speak the local language of business…they 
know what is needed…..” 
 
“….product manufacturing skills are really sought, then the multinational applies its profound 
market knowledge, launches theme collections and set the “trend”……locally TEMPE transfers 
all this “fashion” knowledge into the local value chain….they have fused clothing and 
footwear….” 
 
Third, addressing hypothesis 3 (Geography*Social Capital), results clearly indicated 

that social capital is important when it is locally-based, contextualized. Social capital is 

localized, mainly found in personal and professional ties among co-workers. These 

social ties convey information, knowledge, trust, favors and so forth, allowing the 

automatic integration of local suppliers (1st tier) and subcontractors (2nd tier) and 

facilitating problem solving and coordination of the manufacturing value chain. The 

multinational access to local established networks is strengthened through tapping into 

new recruits’ local networks (Angeli et al. 2014; Corredoira & Rosenkopf 2010). 

During interviews, this point was also pointed out: 
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“Expertise is a must, ….., local expertise I mean, then, more people and teams you know the 
better you coordinate tasks and solve quicker technical problems……you have more references 
for benchmarking….” 
 

Working for the best local companies, however, was not enough. While TEMPE is 

focused on sourcing local expertise (design, technicians, etc.), that “locally-bounded” 

knowledge needs to be recombined11 with the highly-formalized multinational’s 

routines and knowledge platforms. That is, the local knowledge needs to be combined 

with the ZARA’s standards and capabilities. As pointed out in the focus-group: 

 
“New recruits transmit local knowledge that needs to be adapted to the multinational’s 
rules……for instance, delivery requires synchronicity with the TEMPE platforms….no matter 
how good you are…you need to be on time….and this implies changing the local mind that was 
more sustained on trust and tolerance……..”. 
 
 

Differently, for those capabilities that are not technology related to the cluster and are 

not present in the cluster, MNEs rely on their internal networks or source knowledge 

from outside the cluster and/or technology unrelated (to the cluster) industries. In this 

chain of thought, it is also important to remark that during interviews informants reveal 

that the multinational is also recruiting outside the cluster and locally-bounded 

technologies, suggesting to research on that, as we have shown in the alternative 

explanation from the Results Section. Obviously, the new plant requires from business 

administrators, lawyers, IT personnel, logistics and others, and they do not limit 

recruiting to the cluster for those white-collar positions. These capabilities, however, are 

available not only in the cluster and they are not rooted in the district’s technical 

expertise. Thus we can also explain the other value of the Occupation variable, that is, 

for those positions that are not related to the technical expertise of the local cluster. As 

informants suggest in one focus group: 

 
“….not only locally, I know people from Alicante and also from Madrid or Barcelona working 
for them,…obviously, here (in the local cluster) you only find technical expertise…nothing 
else…” 
 

Overall, by unfolding learning mechanisms of collocated multinationals in industrial 

districts through recruiting, our study contributes to economic geography by extending 

our knowledge on multinationals and their interplay at clusters (Fuller & Phelps 2018; 
																																																													
11	In	the	sense	of	Kogut	&	Zander	(1992)	
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Phelps & Fuller 2016; Ascani 2017; Ascani et al. 2016; Mariotti et al. 2014; Tallman & 

Chacar 2011; Tokatli 2008). Our insights have shed light on a missing topic at the 

intersection of local spaces and multinationals: micro-processes revealing out how and 

what multinationals learn from collocation. Thus, this study has unfolded learning 

mechanisms of multinationals in clusters.  

 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

This study has focused on the intersection of multinationals and labor mobility, a 

phenomenon mostly overlooked. The objective has consisted of understanding how 

multinationals learn from clusters by collocation for competence-creation, combining 

their own internal knowledge with that available in clusters. Specifically, our focus is 

based upon a multinational’s strategy to source local knowledge in a mature MID 

through the deployment of competence-creation (capabilities that are new to the 

corporate group) recruiting strategies to access to local available tacit knowledge 

through (inflows of) local labor pools. For this purpose, and using mix methods, this 

study has analyzed ZARA-TEMPE recruiting strategies for building capabilities in 

footwear production at the Vinalopo cluster in Spain. Evidence has shown that TEMPE 

recruiting strategy is aimed at sourcing local knowledge that constitutes district’s core 

capabilities and is non-present in the multinational’s internal networks, building 

capabilities by recruiting workers originated from the local cluster, from related 

knowledge-bases (technology-related industries, footwear-dedicated manufacturing 

activities), and from the best local firms, and embodying a high component of social 

capital.  In doing so, this study has unfolded MNEs learning mechanisms in clusters, 

extending knowledge on multinationals’ mechanisms for learning in local spaces.    

Insights from this study contribute to economic geography by bringing, at the micro-

level, multinationals and their locally-dedicated strategies at the front of economic 

geography. Thus, our results shed light on the micro-processes deployed by 

multinationals and their interplay at clusters, contributing to extend our knowledge on 

multinationals learning processes and their heuristics to source local tacit knowledge, 

complementing extant literature (e.g Fuller & Phelps 2018) and opening a little bit more 

that black-box. This study also shows empirically how multinationals build up local 

competencies, adding novel knowledge and understanding to knowledge creation and 

circulation in clusters, deciphering deliberate actions by multinationals in order to tap 
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and participate in local social networks rich in local knowledge, contributing to enrich 

extant models (e.g. Pinch et al. 2003; Tallman & Chacar 2011). Lastly, our study 

complements labor mobility debate (e.g. Boschma et al. 2009) and opens a new research 

avenue to strengthen understanding of GPNs: deciphering how multinationals learn in 

clusters and the type (what) of knowledge the take from it.  

The paper is not free from limitations. First, the case is contextualized in a particular 

type of cluster and a single multinational. Second, by using Linkedin database may limit 

the study due to the potential bias of the database itself. A qualitative and 

complementary approach, however, has tried to mitigate that potential limitation, 

confirming quantitative results. This study opens new research avenues for future 

studies. It would be interesting to do research on other different ways of building local 

knowledge by investigating multinationals’ local networks in clusters, placing inter-firm 

interaction, rather than just recruiting, at the forefront of the analysis. Also, this study 

has concentrated on inflows but outflows (from the multinational to the cluster) also 

existed, this requires more research to complement labor mobility and the knowledge of 

multinationals in agglomerations.  


