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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify the dimensions and components affecting
business development services (BDS) in industrial clusters and to design a
model for their improvement. The research adopted a mixed-methods and
developmental approach. In the qualitative phase, data were systematically
processed and analyzed using the Grounded Theory method, supported by
MAXQDA software. In the quantitative phase, analyses were conducted
employing fuzzy screening, structural equation modeling (SEM) with
SmartPLS, and preliminary statistical analyses with SPSS. The qualitative
sample consisted of 16 experts and consultants from industrial clusters
across the country, selected for their extensive experience and in-depth
knowledge of the subject. The quantitative population comprised business
units located in industrial clusters in Isfahan County, business service
center consultants, and relevant supporting institutions. Sampling in both
phases was purposive, and data were collected through in-depth
interviews, written sources, and online databases. Validity and reliability
were ensured through participant feedback and test-retest methods. The
findings revealed one core category, six axial categories, and 71
subcategories across causal, contextual, intervening factors, strategies, and
outcomes. Quantitative analysis indicated a positive and significant impact
of causal, contextual, and intervening factors on the improvement of
business development services. The designed model demonstrates that
strengthening these factors can enhance the performance of industrial
clusters, as well as increase satisfaction, profitability, and the effectiveness
of institutional and political-economic structures. These results underscore
the importance of simultaneously addressing causal, contextual, and
intervening factors in improving the quality of business development
services.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) play a crucial role as drivers of economic growth and
sustainable development, contributing to job creation, reducing inequalities, and fostering
innovation. However, these companies face challenges such as weak managerial skills, lack of
financial resources, and limited access to advanced technologies, which hinder their growth and
productivity (Nitin, Amit, & Satya, 2024). Industrial clusters, as a network of businesses,
suppliers, and related institutions, provide a platform for enhancing innovation and competitive
advantage through facilitating communication, knowledge sharing, and collaboration (Hasyim &
Bakri, 2024). Despite this, the performance of many SMEs in industrial clusters remains limited
due to managerial, technical, and financial issues. Business Development Services (BDS),
including managerial and technical training, expert consulting, technology transfer, and
networking, are key tools for empowering SMEs and increasing access to markets, investments,
and new technologies (Kikelomo et al., 2024). However, in emerging economies, challenges such
as poor infrastructure, lack of coordination in service delivery, and resource limitations have
hindered the effectiveness of BDS (Kweka et al., 2022a).

While previous studies have mainly addressed the general impacts of BDS, a detailed analysis of
the factors influencing the effectiveness of these services and the design of optimal solutions
tailored to the specific characteristics of each cluster is still needed. This research aims to fill this
gap by identifying the dimensions and factors affecting the design and delivery of business
development services in industrial clusters and presenting a comprehensive model to improve the
effectiveness of these services. This model seeks to align services with the unique features of each
cluster, enhancing the productivity, innovation, and competitiveness of SMEs. The research
questions focus on examining the dimensions and factors influencing service design, as well as
designing and testing the proposed model. The hypotheses emphasize the positive and significant
impact of contextual, intervening, and strategic factors on improving these services and their
outcomes in industrial clusters.

Theoretical framework

One of the key issues in the industrial development of countries is the creation of networks of
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in specific geographic areas, known as industrial
clusters. These clusters, by combining competition and collaboration, synergy, and
complementing economic roles, contribute to strengthening innovation and competitiveness
(Porter, 1998). Business Development Services (BDS), as a key tool, also play a significant role
in increasing the productivity and growth of SMEs. These services include training, specialized
consulting, technology transfer, and the development of communication networks, aiming to
improve market access and enhance competitiveness (Jahanshahi, 2017; Kiiru & Wairimu, 2022).
However, in developing economies, limitations such as lack of resources, weak infrastructure, and
poor coordination in service delivery pose challenges to the effectiveness of these tools (Kweka
et al., 2022).

In this context, the theories of human capital and innovation highlight the importance of
investment in education and the creation of innovative opportunities for SMEs (Schultz, 1961;
Schumpeter, 1942). Nevertheless, significant research gaps exist regarding the factors influencing
the design of business development services in industrial clusters. This study aims to identify these
factors and propose a comprehensive model for improving these services. The proposed model
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will be designed and tested considering the unique characteristics of industrial clusters. The
research hypotheses emphasize the positive impact of causal, contextual, and intervening factors
on strategies to enhance business development services.

Methodology

The methodology of this study was designed as an exploratory mixed-method approach,
comprising two distinct yet interconnected qualitative and quantitative phases. The aim was to
achieve a deeper understanding of the phenomena and to develop a comprehensive model for
enhancing business development services (BDS) in industrial clusters. In the qualitative phase,
data were analyzed using grounded theory, with a study population of 16 experts and business
consultants selected through purposeful sampling. Semi-structured interviews served as the
primary data collection tool and continued until theoretical saturation was reached. To ensure
validity, the findings were shared with participants for review and revised based on their feedback.
Additionally, specialists and academic experts examined the results and provided
recommendations for improvement. Data reliability was evaluated using the test-retest method,
and qualitative analysis was performed using Maxqda 2020 software to identify key themes. In
the quantitative phase, fuzzy screening was applied to select key indicators, and structural equation
modeling (SEM) using partial least squares (PLS) was employed to analyze the relationships
among variables. The data were further supplemented with information from written sources, field
studies, and online databases.

Discussion and Results

The qualitative phase of the study showed that data analysis was performed in three stages: open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the open coding stage, initial concepts were
identified. Axial coding involved analyzing the relationships between categories and
subcategories, while selective coding integrated these categories to develop a comprehensive
theory. This process resulted in the identification of six core categories in the central phenomenon
domain, five core categories in causal factors, 16 core categories in contextual factors, 16 core
categories in intervening factors, 20 core categories in influential strategies, and three core
categories in outcomes. In the quantitative phase, significant relationships between causal,
contextual, and intervening conditions and the central phenomenon were confirmed. The analyses
indicated that causal conditions positively affect the demand and supply of business services.
Contextual conditions significantly influence institutional structures, political and economic
factors, and organizational functions. Intervening conditions contribute to trust-building,
monitoring, evaluation, and the enhancement of management team characteristics. Strengthening
central phenomena, such as diversifying service providers and improving infrastructure and
support services, enhances service quality and competitiveness. Overall, the findings suggest that
addressing these factors can improve the quality and effectiveness of business development
services.

Conclusion

The qualitative findings of the research indicate that data analysis was conducted in three
stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In this process, six main categories
were identified under the core phenomenon, five categories under causal factors, 16
categories under contextual factors, 16 categories under intervening factors, 20 categories
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under influencing strategies, and three categories under outcomes. These analyses show
that the financial capabilities of firms, the quality and accessibility of business services,
and the technical capabilities of service providers play key roles in the success of business
clusters. Additionally, government support, appropriate regulations, workforce training
and skill enhancement, and the development of hard and soft infrastructures are essential
for improving business performance. In intervening conditions, trust-building,
monitoring, and active stakeholder participation also influence the improvement of
relationships between firms and customers and the enhancement of service quality. The
quantitative results of the research also confirm the significant positive effects between
causal, contextual, intervening conditions, and the core phenomenon, indicating that
attention to these factors can improve the quality and effectiveness of business
development services.
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