
1 
 

 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND SUSTAINABILITY ISSUES 

ISSN 2345-0282 (online) http://jssidoi.org/jesi/aims-and-scope-of-research/  
 

 

RISE AND FALL OF THE LYON SILK CLUSTER:  

A CASE STUDY ABOUT ENTREPRENEURIAL SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Pierre Bonetto¹, Bernd Hofmann², Gunnar Prause³ 

 
¹70 Grande rue de la Croix-Rousse, F-69004 Lyon, France; 

²University Claude Bernard Lyon 1, IUT Lyon 1, Dépt. GEA, 1 rue de la Technologie,  

F-69622 Villeurbanne Cedex, France; 

³Tallinn University of Technology, Akadeemia tee 3, 12618 Tallinn, Estonia 

 

E-mails: ¹pierre649@wanadoo.fr; ²bernd.hofmann@univ-lyon1.fr; ³gunnar.prause@ttu.ee 

 

Received 26 March 2014; accepted 30 June 2014 

 

 
Abstract. Innovation is the key driving factor for economic growth and social wealth. Already Joseph Schumpeter emphasized the 

importance of innovation for entrepreneurial activities by incessantly revolutionizing economic structures in order to get better or more 

effective processes and products. So a lack of innovation may quickly lead into business failure or – even on a sectorial level – loss of 

market positions. An actual example is the textile design sector located in the city of Lyon, which rose together with the Lyon silk industry 

for centuries and collapsed and nearly disappeared nowadays, although it occupied the world leader position up into the 1970ies (Bonetto 

et al. 2014). Innovation is the specific tool for entrepreneurs to exploit business opportunities and innovation is also one of the key driving 

factors for economic grow and social wealth. Innovative products and services emerge more often as a result of cross-sectorial combination 

of technologies, design and business models, especially in the context of regional clusters (Drucker 1985). Already Joseph Schumpeter 

emphasized the importance of innovation for entrepreneurial activities by incessantly revolutionizing economic structures in order to get 

better or more effective processes and products. His famously words concerning “creative destruction” stressed already the close links 

between entrepreneurship, innovation and design (Schumpeter 1911). Numerous articles of scholars discuss how innovation procures 

substantial income on the international markets and allow benefiting from competitive advantages.  

 

This paper will focus on the fact how lacking investment in innovation and specific business culture lead to situations where disadvantages 

take a cumulative character which strengthens the process of decline of economic competitiveness and loss of market shares. In the case 

study about the life-cycle of the French silk industry and its related entrepreneurial activities in the area of textile design in the city of Lyon, 

it is illustrated how a lack of innovation related with a specific entrepreneurial behavior is leading to a collapse of the whole sector, which, 

until the 1970ies, occupied a world leading position in this field. The case study is based on interviews of experts and actors involved in 

this business, witnesses to the activity’s collapse, on desktop research and the study of documents which analyze the evolution to the 

currently existing situation. Currently, only isolated persons continue on a free-lance basis the traditional activity, most of them close to 

retiring age. A few companies, with significantly reorganized activities do as well continue their activity. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Hayek (2002) stresses that innovation and research in the 21st century are increasingly becoming international 

endeavors and most innovations originate from multiple sources, with many drawing in components or 

technologies developed in multiple locations. Foray et al. (2011) explain that, the potential evolutionary pathway 

of this innovation system is dependent on inherent structures and existing dynamics that have to do with the 

adaptation of radical transformation. Zhao (2005) studied the relationship and interaction between 

entrepreneurship and innovation and pointed out that the organizational culture and the management style are 

crucial factors affecting the development of entrepreneurial and innovation behavior in organizations. In recent 

studies Classen et al. (2013) focus on differences of attitudes towards innovation investment in family and non-

family SMEs, or Rauch et al. (2013) analyses the attitudes towards innovation linked to national cultures of 

business owners.   

 

So today, innovation is increasingly complex, fast, interactive, and requires the connection of external and internal 

knowledge bases (Chesbrough 2003). Companies acquire knowledge from a variety of different sources and actors 

and combining it with internal and localized knowledge and expertise since which is crucial for competitiveness 

as innovation processes in the interplay between local and complementary global knowledge (Porter 2000; Gertler 

and Levitte 2005; Boschma and Ter Wal 2007; Laužikas, Mokšeckienė 2013; Išoraitė 2013; De Alencar,  Almeida 

2013; Wahl, Prause 2013; Tvaronavičienė 2014; Dzemyda, Raudeliūnienė 2014;  Bileišis 2014; Išoratė et al. 

2014;  Wahl  2014;  Figurska 2014; Litvaj, Poniščiaková 2014). Despite the multitude of insights into technology 

transfer, remarkably little is known about how transfer processes are shaped by the underlying industry and its 

technical regimes (Breschi et al. 2000; Marsili 2001; Gilsing et al. 2011; Korsakienė 2013; Giriūnienė 2013; 

Korsakienė, Tvaronavičienė 2014).  

 

Geographic approaches to innovation have also long been discussed in the management literature and go back to 

contributions like Porter (1998), Jaffe et al. (1993) or Anselin et al. (1997). The region and its clusters moved into 

the focus of attention to systematically study innovation activities (Cooke and Morgan 1998; Porter 2000). Other 

scholars emphasize beyond geographical settings and spatial aspects also the external environment which 

influences heavily regional development and its networks (Florida 2002; Bluhm 2008). The emergence of regional 

innovation networks together with the roles of involved stakeholders and related success factors have been studied 

intensively by other scholars (Goddard 2000; Meier zu Köcker 2008). But most contributions study well 

performing regions and emerging clusters whereas the consideration of the full cluster life-cycle represents a rather 

neglected research topic.    

 

This is of special interest for the understanding why the silk cluster and the related textile design sector in the 

French city of Lyon which, until the 1970ies occupied a world leading position in this field, collapsed due to a 

lack of innovation and its special entrepreneurial culture. Currently, only a few textile design entrepreneurs and 

design companies continue the traditional activity, most of them close to retiring age. This case study witnesses 

an important example of cluster life-cycle over a longer period of some centuries combined with forms of 

“unsustainable entrepreneurship” which represents a counterexample for the Lisbon strategy, formulated in 2000 

by the European Union in order “to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 

world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion”. This 

commitment is renewed under the EU 2014-2020 budget framework. National governments and subnational 

territorial structures backed these goals including France and the French Rhône-Alpes Region, which has voted in 

2013 its SRI-SI plan (Regional innovation strategy – intelligent specialization).  

 

The insights of this paper express the fact that cluster development based on closed innovation understanding and 

lacking investment in innovation together with an auto centric business culture lead to strategic disadvantages, a 

decline of competitiveness, loss of market shares and finally the fall of the entire cluster including all related 

entrepreneurial activities. As a consequence in the Lyon situation of Schumpeter’s “creative destruction” process 

the silk cluster and its textile design entrepreneurship sector moved from France to other destinations.  
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2. Literature review  

 

Innovation management is usually associated with processes. As coined by Schmitt-Grohe (1972), these processes 

incorporate three key phases: idea generation (1), idea analysis (2) and idea implementation (3) (Schmitt-Grohe 

1972: 52). On the basis of these observations, Benkenstein (1998) has proposed the following innovation 

management concept, so-called innovation funnel. By drawing in his observations, the innovation management 

model includes four stages: idea generation (1), research, development and conception (2), product and market 

test (3) and implementation (4). 

 

Following Bartl (2008), open innovation is referred to the concept, which underscores the way of going beyond 

the corporate boundaries, i.e. an active strategic deployment of environmental clout or external factors of influence 

to increase its own innovation potential. Crucial determinants of such concept are the shift from the industrial 

society to the network-based knowledge and communication society. As a result, innovation occurs and ideas are 

generated in such a society through the interactive creation of value. Additionally, open innovation encompasses 

such manifestations as to be open for the knowledge of the other, generation of the knowledge as a joint action as 

well as the share of the knowledge with the other. Besides, an important role for the phenomenon open innovations 

plays the customer. In the course of innovation management, there was generated a new role model of the customer 

when developing new products or offering new services. In this sense, open innovation emerges also when the 

customer is involved into the process of generation. Therefore, it is vital to adapt to customer’s needs and 

requirements as well as wishes in the customer goods markets. Furthermore, it is essential to integrate the customer 

into the entrepreneurship innovation-related activities as a new external knowledge and ideas source (Bartl 2008: 

3-4). Zhao (2005) confirmed that entrepreneurship and innovation are positively related to each other and interact 

to help an organization to flourish, i.e. entrepreneurship and innovation are complementary, and a combination of 

the two is vital to organizational success and sustainability. He also pointed out that the organizational culture and 

the management style are crucial factors affecting the development of entrepreneurial and innovation behavior in 

organizations.  

 

Sustainable entrepreneurship is a relative new concept, which can be distinguished from economic and social 

entrepreneurship by stressing the efficiency and effectiveness in an inter-generational economic consideration for 

the future (Young and Tilley 2006: 402). Thus, sustainable entrepreneurship is in line with entrepreneurs heading 

for profit and improving environmental sustainability and social conditions, i.e. considering the long-term 

economic and business consequences of new venture opportunities (Cohen and Winn 2007: 35). One important 

problem of the on-going discussions about sustainable entrepreneurship is that the existing concepts are rather 

oriented on the needs and the situation of larger companies than on reality of the SME sector. When it comes to 

the implementation of sustainable entrepreneurship concepts, Gerlach (2003) proposes three strategies to reach 

sustainability in the context of entrepreneurship based on sufficiency, efficiency and consistency. Taking a closer 

look at theoretical concepts and approaches under scrutiny, these tend to interface at the respective points or to 

address same or similar questions from the corporates perspective. For instance, interdisciplinary nature, idea 

generation and implementation (Brown 2008; Benkenstein 1998), a broader view on the enterprise (internal and 

external factors), needs for solving problems, intertwined and on-going process from the fields of design, 

technology or innovation, and business, the sustainability factor etc. have been located in particular discourses 

regarding these concepts.  

 

Pascual et al. (2011) point out that process of designing, developing and implementing solutions should follow 

some of five key points including the observation that (1) sustainable development is a process and not an end, 

that (2) sustainability requires incremental and continuous improvement, that (3) not always everything can be 

achieved, that (4) the “Holy Grail” of sustainability does not exist, that (4) individual consumer benefits have to 

be linked to social and environmental benefits and that (5) functionality equals impact. Finally geographic and 

cluster related approaches in the context of innovation have been discussed over a long time in the management 

literature and go back to contributions like Porter (1998), Jaffe et al. (1993) or Anselin et al. (1997). Especially 

the New Economic Geography (Krugman 1991, Fujita and Krugman 2004) discusses agglomeration processes and 

economies of scales generated through specialization. So the region and its clusters moved into the focus of 

attention to systematically study innovation activities (Cooke and Morgan 1998; Porter 2000). Most contributions 
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study very well performing regions and clusters, but they neglect that clusters underlie also life-cycles, especially 

the decline of clusters have not been in the centre of entrepreneurial cluster research (Sölvell 2008; Lindqvist et 

al. 2013).    

 

3. Methods 

 

The paper describes a case study of the development of the silk sector with a focus on the textile-design 

entrepreneurial activities in Lyon within the last 50 years. A special focus is laid on organisational, cultural and 

innovation topics which were related to important stages in the Lyon silk industry. The research process described 

in the paper has pursued a manifold research path, whereby diverse research methods have been combined with 

the respective research approach and research tool. Five techniques were employed in exploring the objectives of 

the present paper. Research types: analytical, qualitative, historical, empirical, and practice-based. Research 

approach: qualitative. Research methods: descriptive and qualitative – case studies, semi-structured interviews, 

expert assessments and observations. Research scope: different research activities between spring 2013 and spring 

2014. The reasoning behind the selection of the following techniques in the research process is elaborated in the 

following. Regarding the research types, the paper has chosen analytical, qualitative, empirical and practice-based 

way, since during the research process the facts and empirical evidence gathered were appropriately analysed and 

subject to a critical assessment. The core of the research process is the qualitative research approach. Important 

insight views were given in qualitative experts interviews with still active textile designers in Lyon where the 

interviews with Pierre Bonetto and Marc Terrier contributed outstandingly to the understanding of the case study 

about the textile design sector in Lyon (Bonetto et al. 2014).   

 

4. The silk industry in Lyon 

 

Textile industry is a major sector of activity in Lyon since its roots in the 15th century. It developed into a vertical 

cluster, which reached several times a climax period (late 18th century, second half of the 19th century, between 

the two world wars under an already strongly  adapted structure), including supply of raw material, production and 

distribution, essentially through export. The historical description of the development of the Lyon silk industry is 

based on the studies of Anne Marie Wiederkehr (Wiederkehr 1981). 

 

At different stages of the existence of this industry, institutional support via tax and production privileges or 

through support to innovation can be considered to be key factors for the commercial success of Lyon-made textile, 

especially silk. The very beginning of silk production in Lyon is due to a royal order issued to the local citizens to 

establish and finance silk weaving workshops in their city (Regulation of 23.11.1466, issued by King Louis XI; 

Wiederkehr 1981). The aim is to avoid money transfers out of France to pay imports of essentially Italian made 

silk products highly appreciated by French aristocrats and negotiated on the important Lyon fare. The failure of 

this first trial appears to be the lack of size of the activity thereby generated, making it unable to stand price 

competition. 

 

A renewed attempt in the 1530ies granted tax freedom and privileges to Italian merchants planning to establish 

workshops in Lyon. In this frame, the city was granted the monopoly of import of raw silk thread. This time the 

establishment of a structured, competitive activity succeeded, the Italian and French production of low range silk 

products was gradually replaced by products made in Lyon. The vertical cluster of a whole, interlinked, production 

sector appeared after the upheavals of the second half of the 16th century only. Again due to royal desire to master 

the entire production chain, silk farms where established in the southern part of France, supplying Lyon with raw 

material. Introduction, from Italy, of adequate knowledge and technology, allowed the Lyon based workshops to 

increase the sophistication- and quality-level of local production meant essentially to furnish the French Royal 

House and important aristocrats.   

 

The reputation of French taste, going along with the rank of France as cultural trend setter among the aristocratic 

societies of Europe allowed the French silk industry to develop into a highly performing, innovative and 

economically important production sector. The support to innovation grew into institutional forms, granted either 

by the guild or by the municipal authorities in cooperation with royal representatives and financed on customs 
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levied on textile imports. This structured system of support to improvement of technology and design involved in 

increasing manner cooperation between both public and professional authorities. It is interesting to see in the case 

of the Lyon silk industry, how over a long period a given industry, with the help of professional and public 

authorities was able to become competitive and further, predominant in Europe. On the foundations of this 

stronghold the sector throughout the 19th century was able to maintain its place and proofed to be capable to 

undergo the necessary evolution to cope permanently with market requirements and technological evolution. By 

the end of the 19th century pure silk lost its importance and was successfully replaced by mixed products and later 

artificial fibers, which allowed increasing the number of social groups able to afford products of this industry. 

About 80 % of the regional production was exported. The USA and Great Britain were by far the most important 

markets, buying ¾ of the production. Only very recently, during the 1970 the final decline process started and led 

within 30 years to the vanishing of the entire sector in Lyon. 

 

Before the start of the phenomenon of mechanization of this sector, in the 1860ies, Lyon had about 180 000 

inhabitants and roughly 30 000 looms. This single figure may provide an impression of the high importance of this 

sector. Evidently, it was not limited to the municipality of Lyon, but made off an important portion of the regional 

economy, workshops and direct sector-related activities were exercised within a range of about 60 km of Lyon, 

not to speak of the silk thread production in the Southern part of France. 

 

The core of the Lyon silk fabric, production and distribution, involved a system of four groups of specialized 

participants which formed during the prerevolutionary era: Merchants, mastering the supply of raw silk threat and 

being in contact with the final customer, furnish local merchant-producers with raw material and orders. This 

group employs the designers, work-shop owners, delivers raw material to the workshops and sells the production 

to the merchants. Workshop owners produce up to the orders received, without being able to master neither design, 

nor supply or sale, be it on the level of goods or prices. The fourth group is the most numerous people, the silk 

workers employed and paid by the workshop owners. The latter two groups where entirely depended on the two 

groups on top of the pyramid. Further elements of this vertical cluster organization were floriculturists, color-

producers, engravers, printers, and still further specialists, all of them contributing to the functioning of this 

industrial sector.  

 

5. Textile design entrepreneurship in Lyon 

 

The textile design entrepreneurship activities were an integrated part of the Lyon silk sector, but with a certain 

independence from its core activities in silk industry. The designers occupied a status of highly skilled independent 

workers, rather artists, employed by the merchant-producers, but often held themselves parts of the share capital 

of these establishments. The designs, once they were accepted by the client, became part of the property of the 

latter. Insofar, designers were also dependent participants in the system. Nevertheless they insured the success of 

the entire sector by delivering designs which with time created an essential part of the reputation of the Lyon fabric 

system (Bonetto et al. 2014). 

 

The design sector, up to the results of interviews of two of the last still exercising members of this profession, was 

a very dynamic part of the system. In the 1970 it was itself structured in form of a cluster organization with about 

60 studios of which an important proportion was located in a very narrow sector of down-town Lyon. Most of the 

studios were very small entities, headed by the owner – rarely a designer himself, rather a commerce-focused 

professional. Due to French labor regulations created in 1936, re-established in 1946, an enterprise with more than 

10 employees needs to accept the election of personnel’s delegate representing the employees in front of the 

employer and being equipped with granted rights of information and expression of proposals. In order to avoid 

such forms of rights for the personnel, many employers, not only in the textile sector, voluntarily stopped hiring 

before their enterprise reached the relevant size. Therefore a lot of studios occupied personal, partly under 

employee status, partly under independent worker-status. Under the direction of the owner the head of the 

workshop, mostly a former designer himself, called “chef d’atelier”, coordinated and managed the work of the 

designers and they were responsible for the collections of the studios. Even if the textile design was limited by 

standards forms the driving force in the studios was creativity on a high competitive level and each studio had 

their own style, brand and market niche and it was possible to differentiate between the studios. 
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The close neighborhood of many of these design studios allowed a very fluid functioning of this particular labor 

market. Designers easily quit one studio to be hired directly by another one. Most of the studios had their particular 

style or sectorial specialization and even though competition existed, the market was large enough for successful 

doing business of all of them. The high level of labor fluidity insured mutual inspiration. Nevertheless the level of 

individualism and competition between the designers of a studio was high, due to the sales-related model of 

remuneration. An employed designer received a part of his salary as a determined, fix amount, generally close to 

the minimum wage. As a counterpart he had to successfully produce a given number of designs over a month. Any 

sold design above this minimum level reported to him 1/3 of a determined value. Freelance designers received no 

fix remuneration but 50% of a determined value per design they produced. The designers ignored the sales price 

of their works. 

 

This model contributed to the absence of organization of the work-force under the roof of trade-unions, which 

would have been inacceptable to the studio-owners who believed in a highly patriarchic form of management. The 

standing and the dynamics of the Lyon market was as strong as to attract customers from all over the world, 

especially United Kingdom, United States, Japan and Italy to make their commercial visits directly in the studios. 

Several visits in one studio per day were not exceptional. Customers took advantage from the proximity of the 

studios by scheduling a series of contacts and purchase meetings. Furthermore sales trips were regularly made by 

the studio-owners to visited customers abroad. Presentations in high class hotels in Paris and participation in trade 

fairs became additional occasions for sales once the process of decline had already set in. Together with the 

municipal administration the professional sector had set up a structured three-year training curriculum for future 

designers. A special “Textile High-School” (Lycée Didérot) functioned in Lyon in order to enable the sector to 

cope with demand. The curriculum was organized such that 50% of a pupil’s time was dedicated to theoretical 

training in the school and 50% of the time was practical on-the-spot learning in a design studio. 

 

6. Decline and collapse  

 

The era of success finished in the 1970ies, when economic fundamentals changed and made clearly appear the 

need for reorganization and restructuration of a series of mature sectors in the developed countries, among them 

as one of the first the textile sector. During the early half of the 20th century, the design sector had already known 

a very strong evolution, leaving the initial dedication to the silk production by designing essentially for the current 

production of various textiles. 

 

The starting point of the changes of the late 20th century which underwent the textile design sector was described 

by the interviewed designers to be the period of the petrol-shocks, symbols for the end of a 30-year-long period of 

growth since 1945. In parallel, several evolutions were on their way: delocalization for low-cost countries like 

Morocco and Turkey in the textile producing sector took place. They took off the market part of the demand for 

design, but despite the fact that silk production decreased in Lyon, the textile design sector in Lyon was able to 

continue its activities 

 

But this new business environment for the textile designers changed the way of marketing how design samples 

were presented to potential customers: British designers, often trained as interns in the Lyon studios, offer 

showroom presentations instead of the traditional catalogues and paper-samples, Italian design studios use modern 

technology to offer a high quantity of design samples at lower prices. Lack of recognition of the new trends and 

incapacity to adopt to the new evolutions, in parallel to the shrinking market lead to price competition which 

attacked traditional Lyon based design studios, first those which were the most fragile ones, but more and more 

also the core segment of the formerly dominating Lyon cluster.  

 

A smaller and smaller number of players left over led to a less and less fluid situation also for the designer labor 

market. Employment opportunities for young designers start to lack, numbers of applicants for the training center 

at Lycée Diderot decrease, until the decision is taken in the 1980 to stop the training curriculum. A last effort to 

revitalize a modernized curriculum was undertaken between 1990 and 1993 before the final abandon. Currently, 

up to one of the interviewed persons, only three textile design-studios are left over in Lyon, all of them exercising 
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in niche markets, waiting for the time to come, when retirement of the owner will definitely close the chapter of 

Lyon based textile design.  Today, adapted to the new situation on the textile markets, these studios stripped 

themselves off, as far as possible, of their cost-generating structures: rather the use of free-lance cooperation than 

traditional employment, use of modern design technology for small, specialized market segments, as competition 

against larger design studios from abroad appears to be out of reach. An expressed regret is the lack of structured 

and durable public support for this activity; especially as far as the efforts of making the products known through 

participation in fares and presentations is concerned. This lacking support is described to be an additional obstacle 

for the surviving firms, fragile on the financial level, which can only afford with difficulties the communication 

and promotion costs needed to be invested to get known by potential customers.     

 

7. Specific findings 

 

This case study, as described in a congruent manner by two textile designers which still do exercise their 

profession, makes appear structures which are close to the descriptions given by Alfred Marshall on “industrial 

districts” and which are related in a more recent version to the definition of clusters (Marshall 1920; Porter 2000). 

The Lyon textile sector during the era of its apogee was maybe even closer to the Italian version of the industrial 

districts as put into the light by Giacomo Becattini (2002). When writing “However, one thing should be quite 

clear: the notion of the division of labor is here not referred to a single company, as in Smith’s example of the 

needle factory, nor to the market in its abstract totality, as in Young’s model, but to an intermediate, meso-

economic entity that perhaps lacks a legally recognized status and aggregates and disaggregates in its different 

manifestations — territorial and otherwise — in response to overall long run changes in socio-economic 

relationships at both the local and global level.”, the author seems to underline what happened to the former Lyon 

based textile design activity,  organically appeared on the market together with the silk and textile cluster : the 

structures of this industry became global, they lost their identification with a given territory, but still do exist, 

elsewhere, differently structured and organized, but still capable to deliver a given product : textiles in various 

forms and qualities, for various uses.    

 

Anne-Marie Wiederkehr (1981) showed in her analysis of the manual for silk designers “Le dessinateur pour les 

fabriques d’étoffes d’or, d’argent et de soie” of Nicolas Joubert de l’Hiberderie (published in 1765), that already 

during the 18th century clear and precise knowledge and recognition existed about the interaction of markets and 

competitors on these markets (Miller 2004). People, 250 years ago were precisely aware about the risks and 

opportunities of internationalization of economic activities and the issues of communication or secrecy on data 

and information about activities. The question of innovation opportunities through open information existed just 

at it is a very contemporary issue of the early 21st century.    

 

Anne Marie Wiederkehr writes “… les tenants de l’ordre établi qui veulent le maintien de leurs privilèges 

(Noblesse, Haut-Clergé) ou de leurs monopoles (Corporations), jugent les diffusions des idées nouvelles et des 

progress technologiques dangereuses”. (The defenders of the established order aiming at the preservation of their 

privileges (nobility, high clergy) or their monopolies (guilds) consider spread of new ideas and technological 

progress to be dangerous). So also cultural and social attitudes of the stakeholders of the textile design sector led 

to a lack of attention for future orientated activity, which accelerated the decline of the studios due to loosing 

competitiveness compared to other textile design destinations. Consequently, even in creative SME sector it must 

be understood that constant attention and search for possibilities of improvement of products and services as well 

as inner structures combined with a focus on customer needs have to be considered to be priority goals for 

sustainable entrepreneurship. 

 

An important observation in the case study is that the actors in the textile design sector enjoyed a professional 

education which was based on an apprenticeship in a design studio and on professional training at a textile training 

centres. Consequently the textile designers in Lyon did not visit a business school and their education and 

knowledge in management and business administration was very limited, especially in the fields of marketing, 

innovation and business strategy. In the interviews it was conjectured that the lack of deeper management 

knowledge together with an underdeveloped awareness about sustainability issues represented one important 

reason for the quick collapse of the textile design sector in Lyon. 
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Finally it has to be mentioned that parts of the Lyon silk cluster survived by innovating or converging their initial 

products and by targeting to other markets. One import example represents the chemical industry in Lyon which 

contributed heavily to the silk cluster development with the production of colours and which nowadays still exists 

as chemical industry with a focus on pharmaceuticals.     

 

Conclusions 

 

The Lyon silk cluster followed in its development life-cycle patterns like every other cluster, consisting of phases 

of growth, saturation and decline. Over centuries the Lyon silk industry was an economic, sustainable endeavor 

for the Lyon region generating wealth and prosperity for several generations of workers. The decline and collapse 

of this cluster happened mainly within the last 50 years. First the silk production in Lyon region went down and 

moved to other destinations and later related cluster businesses, especially the textile design sector, nearly fully 

disappeared in Lyon.  

 

The textile design sector represented a cornerstone of the outstanding global position of the Lyon silk cluster for 

a long time and it became a world leading place in creative business even after the decline of silk production in 

Lyon region. The case study gave an inside view into the development of the Lyon silk cluster and revealed reasons 

for its unsustainability and final collapse. 

 

According to Pascual et al. (2011) sustainable development is a process that requires incremental and continuous 

improvement in order to fulfil the needs of current and future generations and to ensure that future generations 

will have the capability to enjoy a quality of life. Important reasons, especially for the decline of the textile design 

sector, can be found in cultural specifics, the entrepreneurial environment, the refuse to respond to technological 

and organizational innovations, and an underdeveloped awareness in strategic management issues.   

 

The indifference towards open innovation models and the existence of complacence in large parts of the owners 

of the textile design studios avoided necessary future investments in innovations and educational institutions so 

that the development of the whole sector became unsustainable so that the textile design moved to other 

destinations and marginalized the Lyon textile design sector to an unimportant size. The decline process was 

accompanied by a low level of education of management and business knowledge in the textile design sector.  
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