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A growing body of academic and policy literature has emerged since the 1990s which focuses on the importance of knowledge, learning and innovation to the economic success of firms, regions and nation-states (Florida 1995; Lundvall 1992, 1994, 1996; OECD 1996; Storper 1995, 1997).  Indeed it has been suggested that ‘contemporary capitalism has arrived at a point where knowledge is the most strategic resource and learning the most important process’ (Morgan 1997 p.493) and that the cutting edge organisations have evolved from capital- intensive industries, such as cars, through information-intensive industries, such as financial services, and now toward innovation-driven industries, such as computer software and biotechnology.  In the latter, knowledge and the ability to apply it are seen as vital. The interest in knowledge stems from the competitive advantage that it may provide for organizations and in the significance of knowledge workers, organizational competencies and knowledge-intensive firms to economic growth (Blackler 1995). Creating knowledge workers and fostering knowledge in firms is seen as the way economies can transform their backwards and declining economies into cutting edge ones (Thompson et al. 2000).  
This paper contributes to research in this area by investigating the processes through which knowledge is acquired and the extent to which that knowledge is then made concrete and visible within the creative industries sector in the Newcastle city region. This sector is particularly interesting since it has undergone recent growth compared with other knowledge intensive business services in the North East of England. The paper is structured in the following way, the next section explores some of the literature associated with knowledge and learning within regions and organisations. The subsequent sections then look at the role of industry bodies in ‘enabling’ or ‘facilitating’ exchange of knowledge within the creative industries sector and the extent to which other opportunities for sharing knowledge exist out with these more formal processes. 
Local and Global Knowledge Production
A number of economic development theories of knowledge and territorial competitiveness stress that benefits are to be realised both from accessing global sources of knowledge and localised knowledge which may arise from the concentration of sectorally or cluster specific firms. This idea has been highlighted in a recent paper by Bathelt et al (2004) who suggest that both local buzz (the ‘information and communication ecology created by face-to-face contacts and co-location of people and firms within the same industry and place or region’) and global pipelines (‘channels used in distant interactions’) offer particular albeit different advantages for firms engaged in innovation and knowledge creation and that external sources of knowledge are often important triggers to stimulate growth within a cluster. Local buzz is beneficial to innovation processes because it generates opportunities for a variety of spontaneous and unanticipated situations, global pipelines are instead associated with the integration of multiple selection environments that open different potentialities and feed local interpretation and usage of knowledge hitherto residing elsewhere (ibid.). 

Whilst global knowledge may be acquired through inter-regional or international partnerships, trade fairs, the acquisition of local firms etc, local knowledge can be acquired in a number of ways, it can be acquired through geographical proximity, it can be acquired ‘collectively’ or it can be acquired within ‘a socialised process’. The theory of knowledge spillovers suggests that the propensity for innovative activity to cluster spatially will be greatest in industries where tacit knowledge plays an important role.  It is tacit knowledge as opposed to information, which can only be transmitted informally and typically demands direct and repeated contacts. The benefits that are derived from spatial proximity are about more than just minimising transport costs, proximity encourages the exchange of knowledge and tacit information which is often embedded in the knowledge and experiences of the workforce systems upon which successful collaboration is based. As tacit knowledge and human interaction become more valuable in the innovation process geographical proximity becomes important to the innovation process. There are many different types of tacit knowledge, for example, tacit understanding of people and situations, routinised actions and the tacit rules that underpin intuitive decision-making.  
The importance of knowledge spillovers in explaining the geographic concentration of economic activity has been highlighted by Audretsch (1998) who argues that ‘the resolution to the paradox posed by the localization of knowledge spillovers in an era where the telecommunications revolution has drastically reduced the cost of communication lies in a distinction between knowledge and information. While the marginal cost of transmitting information across geographic space has been rendered invariant by the telecommunications revolution, the marginal cost of transmitting knowledge and especially tacit knowledge, rises with distance’. The assumption that innovative activity should concentrate geographically in those industries where knowledge generating inputs are the greatest is investigated in an earlier paper by Audretsch and Feldman (1996). They examined the distribution of commercial innovative activity across the US and concluded that the propensity to cluster is in itself greatest in industries with a high dependence on new economic knowledge as captured by industry and university R&D and skilled labour. In particular, that the creation of new ideas based on tacit knowledge cannot be easily be transferred across distance.  Thus the [new] comparative advantage of the high cost countries of North America and Western Europe is increasingly based on knowledge-driven innovative activity (Audretsch 1998, p26).  Other authors have also suggested that as tacit knowledge and human interaction become more valuable in the innovation process, then geographical proximity becomes more crucial, that the ‘externalities related to knowledge tend to growth stronger as the geographical units of reference become smaller’ (Baptisita 2000). Keeble and Nachum (2002) review the notion of ‘clustering’ in the context of business services by investigating clustering processes amongst 300 small and medium sized management and engineering consultancies in central London and in South West England and East Anglia.  Amongst other things their findings suggest that the growth of the consultancy cluster has benefited from the development of localised collective learning processes namely; high rates of spin-off of new firms from existing business, knowledge exchange through personal networks heavily concentrated in London, participation in meetings and other formal and informal collaborations with other organisations and staff in other consultancies.  
The exchange of tacit knowledge may also require a high degree of mutual trust and understanding and a common language and shared norms and values may play an important role in this context.  This view reflects the early work of Piore and Sabel (1984) whose work described a craft based, small-firm orientated, and flexible production regime in Northern Italy capable of coping with saturated markets and the emergence of more knowledgeable, demanding consumers. This was followed in the late 80s by an interest in industrial agglomeration which led to a body of work on ‘industrial districts’. Much of this analysis, was based on detailed empirical work in several industrial districts in Northern Italy (collectively known as the third Italy), and stressed the social, cultural and institutional foundations of local industrial growth and the importance of collective learning which occurs through the participation of firms in local informal and formal networks. This earlier work encouraged a number of researchers to concentrate on the networks of trust, co-operation, competition and governance that characterises such areas (Martin 1999) and that are important in maintaining economic linkages. According to Rosenfeld (1992) experts attribute the success of Third Italy to (1) the high level of collaboration among and networking of small firms that makes possible economies of scale not attainable individually and (2) the development of hubs and industrial districts –sectoral clustering of large numbers of firms covering all phases of production to collectively dominate markets and through competition spur innovation. In another study Saxenian (1990) has argued that a culture of interdependence and communication between individuals in Silicon Valley has contributed to a better innovative performance than is found in Boston’s Route 128 where individuals and firms work in isolation from each other. She asserts that it is the communication between individuals that facilitates the transmission of knowledge, and not ‘simply the concentration of skilled labour, suppliers and information’. 

Studies of innovation and learning within other literatures have constructed broader views of innovation as a social as well as a technical process, that is both non-linear and a product of firms interacting between themselves and interacting with the end-user. Many of these studies conclude that for effective innovation agents must build and maintain social relationships that are based on trust between partners and that emphasise the importance of learning from each other. This leads to an understanding of innovation both as a socially and geographically embedded and interactive process, which, cannot be understood independently of its institutional and cultural contexts (Amin and Wilkinson 1999; Grabher 2001; Lawson And Lorenz 1999; Lundvall 1992, 1996; Lundvall and  Johnson 1994). 
‘that innovation requires social interaction (particularly across firm boundaries), that interorganisational communication is built and maintained in large part through people’s social networks, and that the nature of individual cognitive and collective learning processes in these social networks is a critical factor in shaping the ability of firms and regional economies to be innovative’ (Storper 1997). 

Observations of the difference between individual knowledge and social knowledge have come from the study of scientists at work (Mulkay 1979; Woolgar 1981). This work stressed that shared knowledge and common assumptions of the group were important for the effectiveness of the group. Likewise experiments (see  (Hollingshead 1998; Moreland and Messick 1999)) have shown that groups perform better if they are trained together.  By interacting with each other, individuals in a group are able to exchange knowledge and so establish a common understanding about the reality that they all share. Each individual in a community has a private store of knowledge or information but as individuals interact within the community some information is shared and belongs to everyone in that community. 
As the review above demonstrates there are a number of examples within the literature of models or frameworks that attempt to organize and define knowledge within organizations. Some centre on individual knowledge, its tacit and explicit dimensions, and the process by which this knowledge is acquired, distributed and stored in an organizational setting (Argyris 1990; Crossan et al. 1995; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). Recently, recognition has also been given to the existence of a social, relational and distributive dimension that is attributable to communities and that includes the importance of context for the application of knowledge (Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2000; Weick and Roberts 1993).  This leads us to reassess the role of institutional arrangements in underpining knowledge creation. Some economic actors have deliberately tried to create synergies between firms and the recent growth in cluster policies is a good example of this, cluster policies emphasise the benefits of creating co-operative networks and encouraging dialogue between firms and other agencies. Other organisations such as industry or professional bodies have also provided an organisational structure through which strong social ties and networks can be developed. As these institutions are often geographically embedded their importance for regional development becomes important and leads a number of authors to speculate whether a learning region is one that puts into place institutions and structures that facilitate co-operation and learning between and within organisations. 
Benner (2003) has argued that the actual processes of individual and collective learning remain largely a black box allowing researchers to argue that ‘social learning has occurred but with fewer insights into how it has occurred.’ Benner goes on to suggest that one of the major challenges facing research on economic learning processes is to ‘identify the specific mechanisms and processes that make economic learning effective’. This paper aims to contribute to research in this area by analysing from some empirical findings the channels through which knowledge has been acquired and which form the knowledge takes within the creative industries sector in the Newcastle upon Tyne City Region.
Knowledge Intensive Business Services within the North East of England 
Knowledge Intensive Business Services (KIBS) are activities providing services for other businesses with the intention to result in the creation, accumulation or dissemination of knowledge. Although providing an important contribution to net employment growth in the North East of England, the KIBS sector overall has performed relatively poorly in relation to the KIBS sector in the rest of the country, expanding far less rapidly and from a less developed base. Although becoming an increasingly significant activity for the North East region, the gap in both the stock of businesses and potential of the sector in terms of new registrations in comparison with the rest of England is widening year on year. In addition the North East experienced the slowest employment growth in KIBS in Britain over the period 1991 to 2000. For some activities demand is highly centralised in the South East of England due to the overwhelming concentration of financial services, corporate headquarters and central government activities in and around London. The reliance on large scale manufacturing and the tendency for these sorts of organisations to internalise many of their functions may have lead to slower growth in the North East. That said, an emerging sub-sector within the Knowledge Intensive Business Services sector is the Creative Industries sector, this has been defined as ‘those industries that have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have a potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual property’ (The Creative Industries Taskforce 1997).  The creative industries have been understood to include the sub-sectors listed below and it is a number of these sectors (plus marketing and PR) with which we are interested in this paper:
· Advertising 

· Architecture
· Art and Antiques Market  

· Crafts 

· Design
· Designer Fashion 

· Film and Video 

· Interactive Leisure Software
· Music 

· Performing Arts  

· Publishing 

· Software and Computer Services  

· Television and Radio  

Key Characteristics of the Creative Industries Sector

The Creative Industries sector within the North East of England can be defined by a number of characteristics which are outlined below:

· historically indigenous sector, serving a relatively small market in comparison  to other regions;

· few agencies have their HQs outside the region;

· few national companies have offices in the North East; 

· there has been an increased tendency for public sector agencies to take more functions on in-house and recruit people from the creative industries to do the jobs they usually outsource.
The sector itself is made up of large, well established full service companies who serve regional, national and international markets; youthful, high growth, specialist SMEs who are increasingly diversifying into full-service agencies; micro-sized freelance companies with specific areas of expertise eg marketing, PR, digital media.
In order to investigate the knowledge that is acquired and the processes which facilitate that transfer, the authors undertook a number of interviews with industry and professional bodies and with creative businesses (PR, Marketing, Events Management, Digital Media, Games) within the Newcastle City Region in 2004. Overall many of the companies interviewed were ‘reflective’ and were aware of the importance of learning and knowledge development and have (to varying degrees) developed tools and mechanisms to exploit these. Companies appreciated that they were in a competitive environment which was knowledge driven and that they needed to be ‘original’ and ‘clever’ to survive and succeed in the market place.

One of the initial findings from the research was that the growth of the sector had not been policy led, none of the businesses we spoke to mentioned any form of engagement with the Regional Development Agency’s cluster development programme despite the agency having a Creative Industries Cluster Manager at that time. In fact several respondents suggested that the sector had been a success in spite of the poor agency support received:
….I'd say that it has grown dramatically in the last 5 years, formed a very entrepreneurial culture, particularly within fringe multimedia based organisations. It feels that it has taken the RDA's an awful long time to cotton on to the fact that creative industries have been one of the stronger success stories in this particular neck of the woods. The fact that major games, international video games are being developed in little lock-ups in the centre of the city and just on the outskirts, there is a burgeoning media scene including traditional agencies and then a whole range of second and third stream generation agencies as well, I think that the entrepreneurial nature of the sector, the fact that it is frontier land, has meant that people have just gone ahead and done it, particularly in spite of regional development help’.
‘You can’t orchestrate the development of a cluster, you can’t create things like trust and working relations through formal policy drives. Cluster policies have tried too hard to push people together, tried to create artificial environments’.
However it was evident from the interviews that networks did exist between companies and that knowledge about clients, markets, best practice was exchanged through both formal and informal channels as documented below and one of the ways in which businesses exchanged knowledge was through collaboration.  

Learning through collaborative activity

Collaboration has provided businesses with opportunities to exchange ideas and information in order to do things better or differently. In some cases it had enabled organisations to adopt new methodologies or to have a different perspective or a different opinion about ways they wanted to develop the business. Collaboration made one interviewee more confident about bidding for big projects and in some cases had enabled companies to enter new markets and as a result had given them credibility to continue to work in that market. Within collaborative relationships trust, honesty, openness, chemistry and reputation were all considered fundamentally important to good working relationships.
Further analysis of the interviews indicated that the extent of collaboration very much depended on the size and particular segment of the market within which the organisation operated.  

A number of different types of collaborative behaviour are identified below. 

· large full service firms collaborate with other firms to a very limited extent and were collaborations did occur they weren’t particularly ‘sticky, - ‘we would always want the opportunity to go to two or three different agencies so that we can go to the right agency with the right level of expertise’. One interviewee felt that larger companies who work outside the region tended to get less involved in networking because they already have an established client base and have less of a need to pull in additional expertise because they have the capacity internally. 

· small firms tended to come together recognising that there were potential synergies to be realised from combining expertise and transferring knowledge between complimentary services. Collaborations were often project driven – on a case by case basis - often it enabled companies to bid for larger projects. 

· in a number of cases chemistry rather than geographical proximity were considered to be more important for forming collaborative relationships. 

· several businesses formed strategic alliances with companies based outside the region in order to establish a market presence elsewhere or to facilitate the move into new markets. 

· collaborations can be horizontal (people working on the same project at the same time) or vertical (people delivering other parts of the same project).

In terms of identifying potential collaborators, for the more established companies this  tended to be through ‘market knowledge, word of mouth, experiences that we have had over the years collectively as an organisation, experiences that individuals within the organisation have had and also experiences that our clients have had with other organisations’. Alongside this tacit knowledge there are a number of organisations within the North East who act as ‘facilitators’ or ‘enablers’, who provide opportunities for businesses or segments of the industry to come together to exchange knowledge, contacts, best practice and in so doing we would argue that they have been vital in supporting the growth of the sector. 

‘There’s not perfect knowledge by any means but I think most of us have got a good feel for most of the people who are out there and what they do and how well they do it and therefore are reasonably good at knowing who to go to when we want to collaborate. I think that this is partly a result of organisations like Project North East that actually have grouped businesses together physically, by having workspace in a number of streets that are close together, so there are businesses that tend to know one another reasonably well through physical proximity but businesses get to know each other in other ways too, through the activities of the Bridge Club, Codeworks, Service Network, those sorts of organisations’ …

Service Network

Service Network is a public-private organisation for service companies in the North East. It is a not for profit organisation, limited by guarantee. It is managed by a secretariat and advised by a board of voluntary directors drawn from the business community and key regional figures. With over 200 member companies, Service Network focuses upon identifying and progressing collaborative partnerships (both within and across sectors), discussing best practice and sharing business opportunities between its members. The organisation focuses its activities across ‘generic’ and ‘sector’ specific activities which include: 

· Networking events each quarter (80-100 attendees);
· Sector meetings bi-monthly to allow sector specific issues to be raised;
· Monthly ‘Best Practice’ events which involve a presentation by a Service Network member to other members;
· A referral system for members who want to collaborate with other members;
· A monthly electronics newsletter to all members; 
· Opportunities to develop new markets for members by participating in events in London for example;

· Access to briefings, training days, best practice and market intelligence.

The activities of Service Network draw in and engage a particular segment of the creative industries sector, namely the small niche freelance agencies. This segment of the sector relies upon collaborations with other agencies to deliver packages of services to clients, in effect buying-in expertise and experience out-with the competence of the company. This was recognised by Service Network personnel who suggested that: 
‘… within the marketing sector there are so many disciplines that there is room for complimentary services, in my experience you’ll never get two PR companies coming together to do one massive PR job, its not in their genes to work like that.  Whereas you’ll happily get a design agency, a PR company and a research company coming together to deliver a project.’ 
Moreover, this realisation is developed further by the suggestion that: 

‘…. it’s the younger, more entrepreneurial companies who are actually demonstrating that you can build a business through collaboration. But when you get to the larger, more established firms they bring everything in house, it’s a very closed shop….

This perspective was subsequently re-inforced by evidence provided by the companies themselves, for example the Director of a small company keen to collaborate suggested that: 

‘In my experience on the PR and marketing side, it tends to be the businesses of maybe 20 -25 employees and fewer that are involved in these sorts of things. I think bigger companies already have an established client base and they are self sufficient…… I got involved in networking right from the start even before I formed a business, I also happened to get my first client as a result of going to that meeting which was remarkable, for me those kind of networking events have been excellent, they have been a really good way to bring the business on. As a small business I have got a lot out of it ……..’.
Moreover the evidence also suggests that firms engage within the Service Network at the embryonic stages of their business development: 

‘…..I became a member when I first started the company…..I attended lots of meetings for the marketing sector - it covered all aspects of the sector … market researchers, direct marketing people, people who did PR, people who did design, web development, a cross section of people all networking and learning from best practice. I thought that was very good, because you weren’t necessarily competing, sometimes you would get to know people who you could then approach in a collaborative capacity if you think they have the right CV, if you think the chemistry between the companies is right’.
The research also suggests that relationships developed through Service Network tend to become quite ‘sticky’ in the sense that they become enduring and continue outside of the formal activities of the Network. The majority of these relationships are built upon reputation, trust, honesty and openness, the businesses actually ‘have to like each other’. It was suggested that ‘that’s how businesses do it, they find people they trust and they like and then one of them will get a business opportunity and bring the others in’. Service Network provide an institutional framework which enables members to establish informally at events who shares their personal values and business ethos and it is this sort of chemistry which forms the basis of the most successful business relationships. They also run sessions for their membership on how to collaborate, what sort of issues need to be thrashed out from the start. 
North East Publicity Association (NEPA)
The North East Publicity Association (NEPA) was formed in 1924 by a group of printing companies within the North East Region. Today, over 200 members belong to the association and the membership companies are drawn from the region’s design and media industries. The board of the subscription-based association is overwhelmingly dominated by representatives of the larger companies, although the larger companies do not necessarily allocate any resources or staff time to the organisation. 
NEPA provides members with: 

· A monthly news bulletin which disseminates members’ news, achievements, industry matters – it has been described as very effective; 

· Annual Awards;

· Business and breakfast lunches with industry speakers;

· The NEPA Annual Ball;

· Promotes the industry to local colleges; 

· Organises sporting events, competitions and awards.
Whilst NEPA is well known within the industry, it is mainly perceived as an organisation for social interaction between industry members and our research suggests that it is the employees of larger companies who are more likely to take part in NEPA organised events.  Lately NEPA appears to be shifting its emphasis to provide a programme of training and briefing events for its members:

‘……primarily NEPA historically has been perceived to be very much a social function for the creative industries and that is a massive part of what it does, but they have worked hard at promoting best practice and for instance doing a number of business lunches or breakfasts, where key speakers will speak from various different industry backgrounds from fashions to design, to new media and so on and they are doing well, that’s good.

NEPA provides opportunities for people to network, chat, share information, learn from best practice outside the region, find out about who are the new players in the field.
Project North East
Within the Newcastle city region’s creative industries sector, there exists a youthful and flourishing new media sub-sector. An important catalyst in the recent growth of this sector has been the work of Project North East (PNE).  PNE is a company limited by guarantee, who act as an independent, not-for-profit organisation, recognised by the UK government as a Local Economic Development Agency. One of the key objectives of PNE is the development of enterprise and new start-ups particularly amongst SMEs and this led the organisation to acquire and subsequently convert office space within a historical area of the city centre. Formerly a red light zone, the redeveloped ‘Pink Lane’ area has recently been dubbed ‘Silicon Alley’ due to the growth of small independent companies involved in film, video, multi-media and TV production, design and internet related activities. A key stimulus in the growth of ‘Silicon Alley’ was the inclusion of broad band access in the re-developed workshops and office spaces, this subsequently led PNE to effectively sell ‘broad band access with offices space bolted on’. The Broadband project has been nicknamed the Big Netty, a 2mb pipe providing high speed broadband internet access. Launched in 1999, Big Netty enabled 70 new media businesses to develop at Pink Lane.
PNE’s Pink Lane activities attract great interest from fledging start-up businesses due to the low cost of the office space and the ability to draw on business support and advice. 
‘I suppose the main products we sell are space, broad band access, business advice and the chance to be part of a community, a lot of people in here have worked together and some of them have been very successful’.

PNE also host a regular series of events, such as the Basement exchange where current and former tenants of Pink Lane meet ‘over a bottle of wine’ and exchange and showcase new practices and products. PNE appear to have developed a close community of businesses, a community whose boundary extends outside the managed office space - when firms have outgrown the space they still tend to locate close to Pink Lane in order to feel part of the community. Businesses located within Pink Lane participate in strong networks and collaborations are formed with companies sharing the managed office space and with other Pink Lane neighbours. Often spin-offs are formed from existing firms.  One of the interviewees suggested that; 
‘Pink Lane is already getting a great reputation locally as an area of concentrated talent. Also, there's a good combination of support available - office space, grants, consultancy and advice. We work a lot with XXX who provide sound and audio production on most of our projects," "We have also collaborated with them and XXXX - designer of The Prodigy album covers and stage sets - to form XXXXX, an experimental new media organisation specialising in video art and commercial production.’
PNE also try and foster collaboration through joint working, if PNE were to receive a large contract for business advice: 

‘…we would break that up and give it to companies here e.g. the design work, the graphics and some of the IT stuff, all those things would be done in partnership with tenants. To a degree, people do look after each other particularly the ones that have grown up here and they are quite happy to help the young ones coming, to put something back in’.
Being involved in the Pink Lane community brings with it a sense of belonging which has evolved through shared histories, interests and passions, indeed individuals are quite keen to identify themselves with the group and want to put something back by say ‘adopting’ and providing mentoring and support to a new business.  There is also something of an anti-culture associated with the district (no doubt due to its past) which tends to attract creative individuals, techies, non-conformists.
The findings above have highlighted the importance of organisations which enable or ‘facilitate’ interactions between businesses, these organisations have been described as being ‘instrumental in developing relationships and enabling knowledge transfer between companies’. However this view wasn’t shared by all the interviewees, in particular one interviewee from a large full service agency commented that,

‘They offer no value whatsoever, I mean I question the value of hob nobbing with people who are in the same industry and chasing the same clients as me because at the end of the day its quite a small region, there is only a limited amount of business to go round’, 

Our findings also suggest that dynamics exist which illustrate that vital forms of learning also develop out with attempts to foster the exchange of knowledge on a more formal basis.  and that what is important is that organisations develop or embrace a business culture which is ‘open to different opinions and different perspectives’ which can cultivated from within the firm, outside the firm, from clients and from the sector more generally in order to help guide and develop new products and strategies, one interviewee commented that ‘you can’t learn enough from other people’s experiences, we can always improve and we can always change’.
Learning through informal networks
Personal relationships and familiarity developed through collaborative working, contractor-client relations, by ‘chance’ meetings and through socialising appear to act as conduit through which knowledge, advice and information is exchanged. A significant proportion of this ‘knowledge’ in terms of markets, who works with whom, whom to work with, background and personalities of clients, solving technical problems is through personal experience and by word of mouth.
‘One of the things with Newcastle as a city centre is, it is such a small community that everyone knows everybody, you are literally a couple of steps away from someone else. I think that there is now an attitude whereby people wouldn't be frightened to phone someone up if they had heard of them and they felt that there was an opportunity for an informal chat to see if anything could develop or whether the fit is right. Sometimes someone has a skills base that you haven't got and rather than commit to expensive hiring of people who might be a risk, then looking at an informal relationship to test out and see if it could work seems often the sensible option before making a serious commitment and again as I say, that can come from hearsay, it can come from research, recommendation, cold calling….’
An important dynamic in the development and fostering of informal networks appears to stem from the fact that the industry within the North East is inherently indigenous. Many of the current high growth youthful companies in marketing, advertising and PR have spun out of larger full service firms or previously in-house functions. Individuals involved in spin-outs often maintain links with individuals who remain with former employers, whereas the former employer obviously has a familiarity with the character of the new spin-out. 

‘Friends of the business’ is a term frequently used by respondents to describe their base of support outside of the firm, which may include other agencies, practitioners or long established clients, who basically input into the thinking process. 

‘We do have a lot of friends, individual ‘friends’ and organisational ‘friends’, its on different levels, some of it is on quite a high level in terms of directors, and some of it is on more of a personal level. I meet up for drinks with people from other companies sometimes, if they've come across something that's useful for us they'll tell me and if we come across something that is completely outside our area but we know is right up their street we'll do the same for them.’
‘We don’t have a formal network of people that we go to, to get answers…but we talk to various what I would call ‘friends of the business.’ And quite often some of those friends of the business are clients…a lot of agencies think you shouldn’t tell your clients your problems because they will think that there is an issue in the agency or whatever but if you know your client well and they respect the work that you are doing for them…sometimes actually sharing your problem with them can lead to an answer.’
Another way of acquiring knowledge is was learning through clients, this can often be specific knowledge about the industry or sector within which the client is located.

The analysis also shows the extent to which knowledge exchanged through informal processes are also localised around specific sub-sectors and even geographical locations. A clear example is the gathering and fostering of non-work relations between individuals and companies who have associations with PNE’s Pink Lane project and the digital and new media sector. On commenting on the success of the Pink Lane project, an interviewee from Project North East commented:

‘I think that is the hardest thing; why it has all worked. It’s not just about what we’ve done, it’s about how people interact with themselves.  So if they happen to park their car next to somebody or meet somebody and that leads to something else well …….., often it’s a series of chance meetings’.

In particular the Forth pub in Pink Lane appears to have developed almost ‘legendary’ status as a place whereby ‘if you were to go into the Forth about half past five tonight you would find a big percentage of Pink Lane people in there - there is quite an informal network around here’. An interviewee from one of the businesses based there suggested that the: 
‘…. Forth is a useful tool, the chances are if you go in there most evenings there will be somebody (from the sector) in there. There are people I’ve met informally who do similar jobs to myself, we’re trying to get something going like a mailing list or something, to provide a very informal behind the scenes quick questions sort of thing. It’s useful to know people doing similar jobs to yourself. We exchange soft information…people working in similar jobs will have similar experiences, come across similar problems often technical things…’
Learning through recruitment
One of the main ways that knowledge is transferred from one company to another is through the recruitment of people which also brings with it opportunities for inter-firm learning. The employment market within the creative industries sector appears to be fairly buoyant, there was a general sense that people moved between companies and within the region, agencies had also recruited employees from outside the region and people who had formerly left the region through lack of opportunities were beginning to come back. There was some value attached to people who could bring knowledge and experience from having worked outside the region.

‘from a recruitment perspective we’ve taken on someone who has come from outside the region and our future recruitment policy at certain levels is to look nationally to bring people in so that we are getting the experience and different perspectives from people who work beyond the North East’ 

The exposure to new people coming in from outside was considered to have re-invigorated the knowledge and talent pool and lead to a much more outward looking region that it was five years ago. Bringing new people into the organisation was also seen as a way of generating new ideas or perhaps altering the way the organisation did business.

‘….. we have recently appointed somebody from another agency who is a pure marketing specialist, previously we’d have bought in that service but then we were able to start offering it in house and obviously as a team we have picked up quite a lot of knowledge about the best way to run pure marketing campaigns and promotion campaigns. We have also taken on people who used to work for the newspapers and I would imagine that the designers in the studio probably picked up some tips on advertising and working with the newspapers.’

 ‘I had only worked in academia and within consultancy so in a way what happens in other agencies was a bit of a mystery to me. I did things my way but I hadn't worked in an agency that had procedures. So she [the new employee] is quite useful in thinking how can we make things more formal, how we can put a procedure around this, how we can organise our data more effectively on the computer for example which a larger organisation would have to have.’

New graduates were seen as a way of bringing in new ideas and skills without being tied into a particular working methodology and some agencies had links with particular university departments. There was very little evidence of poaching of existing staff, rather it seemed that opportunities had come up to work in other organisations and people had moved on. 

‘There is a surprisingly little amount of poaching from one company to another, surprisingly little. There is a bit of splintering once in a while, you start with one company and end up with 3 by the end of it, but not a great amount. I think most of the people know their competitors and have a bit of respect for their competitors and wouldn't do it.’

Knowledge exchange with universities

A number of organisations have formed links with the region’s universities but mainly on an informal basis, many saw the more formal, top down approach that aims to bring universities and the industry together to have been less successful. Links were usually with individuals rather than departments and several interviewees contributed to part-time lecturing. There was also a tradition particularly within the digital and media sector of graduates getting their first job in the industry but maintaining contact with their former lecturers through which they were kept up to date with knowledge and new ideas within the industry.

In some cases the university was seen as a competitor and some of the spin-offs that had come out of the universities ‘as not being innovative but replicating what is already there’. Knowledge was also transferred through offering placements and work experience opportunities to students.

‘Sometimes it is an uneasy relationship, but a tremendous number of students work part time here, that kind of integration is there at the grassroots. I'd say that it is probably stronger at grassroots than it is through the formal mechanisms’.

Some agencies also used the universities for training and continuing professional development courses.  Training was seen as important for a number of companies and often training was provided by professional bodies, it was seen as ‘dramatically contributing to broadening the outlook and skills base of the agency’, although for some smaller firms there were time and resource implications attached to training. A few interviewees complained about the lack of specialist training courses available within the North East and that it was often a case of going to Leeds, Manchester or London, the costs of which could be prohibitive. One interviewee also commented that training courses were another good way to meet potential collaborators and to learn about the industry.
Conclusion
It is evident that over the past few years the creative industries sector within the North East has become much more mature and professional, compared with other knowledge intensive business services within the North East. Our research has suggested that the growth of the creative industries sector has benefited from:
· the high levels of collaboration and networking particularly amongst small firms;
· the role of professional bodies/industry associations in supporting and facilitating ‘cross-firm learning’;

· the clustering of particular sub-sectors of the industry which has spurred on innovation;

· spin-offs of new firms from existing firms.
The growth of this sector has not been stimulated by formal cluster policies instead a number of industry and professional bodies have provided opportunities for businesses to come together to form collaborative relationships and to share knowledge in both a formal and informal way.  This suggests the need for a greater focus on those organisations that support cross-firm learning.
A key finding is also the extent to which the sector is based around informal social relationships which serve to both generate business and access and transfer information. Due to the importance of informal relations and personal relationships, it would appear that a significant proportion of ‘knowledge’ in terms of markets, who works with whom etc is in many ways tacit and that within these relationships trust and reputation play a fundamental role.  The paper has also documented the processes through which learning occurs – collaboration – working with clients – recruitment of staff – and the types of knowledges that are exchanged. 
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