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PURPOSE: 

The textile and clothing system (TCS) is composed of a long, complex, and highly interdependent 

value chain driven by fashion, an activity with a high degree of innovation in products, processes, 

raw materials, and distribution. It has significant importance in the economy of several countries and 

has become intensely competitive with the liberalization of international trade promoted at the 

beginning of the century, with the entry of new producing countries, such as China, and the 

consolidation of new business models towards the digital transition. To maintain or increase the 

competitiveness of companies in the sector is necessary an intense training and integration of all 

players in the chain, an ideal scenario for the Triple Helix Model (THM) application, an innovation 

model that refers to a set of interactions between academia, industry, and governments to promote 

economic and social development. 

Portugal, in its northern region, went notably through three very distinct phases in the sector in the 

last thirty years: from traditional industry largely protected by import quotas until the end of the 

1990s, it went into a deep crisis at the end 2000s, and is now internationally recognized for the quality, 

technology, sustainability orientation and service level of its products. To achieve this level, 

participation and integration between companies, educational institutions and the government was 

crucial, and needs to be recognized and understood in depth. 

The objective of this work is understand and describe the Portuguese case, to contribute with the 

knowledge in the field of the Triple Helix, mainly answering the question: was this development 

planned or did it happen spontaneously? 

 

DESIGN/METHODOLOGY/APPROACH:  



 

 

 

 

Even though the TCS is characterized by a large number of players in the number and type of activity 

of the companies, the Portuguese case has as a peculiarity the large number of business associations 

that permeate the entire sector with intense activity. The knowledge of this dynamic demanded a deep 

immersion in this sector and, to this end, in addition to desktop research on the triple helix and 

innovation themes focusing on definitions, models and case studies, we participated in several events, 

such as fairs, congresses and lectures among others, with the objective of identify the main players 

and the activities developed by them. This resulted in twenty interviews with fifteen interviewees: 

seven presidents or those responsible for associations, six university professors responsible for 

courses in the sector or for the institution itself and two responsible for government actions. The 

interviews were submitted to the content analysis process, with aiming to obtain keywords and 

describe the scenario and understand how this process occurred. 

FINDINGS OR EXPECTED OUTCOMES: 

Over the past thirty years there has been a clear paradigm shift in the sector that went from traditional 

industry focused on price, to a quality-oriented industry, technological advanced and concerned with 

sustainability, with fast responses, short lead times and one of the quickest time-to-market in the 

world. 

The need for companies to respond to market dynamics was the main factor in the innovation process. 

Portugal is a small European open economy accustomed to thinking globally. Most ofits companies 

are of a family nature, therefore more willing to risk, with a collaborative culture, and with important 

competitive advantages such as the relatively competitive  labor cost. At the same time, these are 

companies that are part of a complete cluster in the sector's value chain, concentrated geographically 

within a radius of 50 kilometers and less than 200 kilometers from the headquarters of the largest 

clothing producer group in the world, which has expanded in the same period: the Inditex Group. This 

group has largely used the Portuguese industry as a service provider and transferred knowledge and 

technology there.  

Another peculiarity of this sector is the existence of a large number of business associations, with 

strength, representativeness and an intense level of activities and correlations, which assume in part 

the functions normally belonging toovernments. 



 

 

 

 

Universities and teaching centers are another fundamental pillar for the results obtained by the sector. 

Pressured by the lack of students, as a result of stagnant or declining demographics and the prospect 

of having courses closed, they went in search of companies, changing the old paradigm of “teaching 

what they wanted”, to re-design the necessary profile of employees with companies for the growth of 

the sector and to carry out joint projects of technological development, to to support researchers not 

only in the research processes, but also in the patents and marketing innovations. The income from 

these activities, led universities to more interesting levels of profitability. At the same time, either 

because of the tuition fees obtained, because of the growing demand and interest on the part of young 

people, or because of the opportunity for successful patents, universities and teaching centers have 

achieved a new economic breath. 

In the third pillar of the THM, the government apparently had a greater participation at the beginning 

of the process as a whole, in designing strategic macro policies and prioritizing sectors for its 

development in the mid-1990s. Since then, it has concentrated more on the distribution and control 

of European community funds’ investments, decisive in the sector's growth process. The government 

has relatively little interference in activities, and is more linked to arbitration, respect for the rules of 

the funds, while leaving the development and implementation of the strategies to the associations, 

companies and universities. If, on the one hand, this attitude was well received, with the opinion that 

“helps a lot who does not get in the way”, there are also interviewees who understand that the 

government could have greater control over the overlapping activities of the associations, and with 

its more aggregating and to create and encourage even more cross-synergies between these entities. 

Regarding the THM, only two of the interviewees, directors of business associations, declared that 

they knew the model, allowing us to suppose that apparently it was being configured spontaneously 

and informally, according to the needs of each of the propellers involved, and that there was no 

integrated policy, thought from top to bottom, but each of the players has been building their plans 

within the great limits laid out for many years, according to the logic of adaptation to the market, in 

a dynamic known as bottom up. 

 

ORIGINALITY/VALUE:  



 

 

 

 

We did not find in the researched bibliography any study on the THM that used the textile, clothing 

and fashion sector as a study object, which is quite complex, dynamic, diversified and interdependent. 

The reported case, on the other hand, has very specific and peculiar characteristics, and the proximity 

of the researchers to the sector gave accessibility to a rich collection of data. Finally, the case shows 

a situation with few reports in the literature, the development of a model in an informal and 

spontaneous approach, and therefore in an approach closer to the bottom-up system. 

PRACTICAL/SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS: 

Currently, there is great socioenvironmental concern in the sector studied, considered one of the most 

polluting in the world and subject to issues related to employment patterns. Greater integration 

between its players may result in significant evolution in this ecosystem and in social and 

environmental gains for the sector and for the planet. The results of our investigation allow to 

comprehend better which doses of articulation between players may be better to lift sustainable goals.  

DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH/LIMITATIONS: 

This study may be useful for other countries or sectors that are willing to apply the THM, and for 

the continuity of the studies, mainly (1) verifying if the formalization of the model can be carried 

out and its effectiveness, (2) comparing the development of the Portuguese sector with that of other 

countries, (3) helping to define the key factors for the successful application of THM. 

KEYWORDS:  

Triple Helix; fashion, textiles and clothing; bottom-up 

REFERENCES 

Balzer, H., & Askonas, J. (2016). The Triple Helix after communism : Russia and China compared. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40604-015-0031-4 
Cai, Y., & Etzkowitz, H. (2020). Theorizing the Triple Helix model : Past , present , and future, 1–38. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/21971927-bja10003 
Casais, B., & Silva, J. (2018). Local development through rural entrepreneurship , from the Triple Helix 

perspective The case of a peripheral region in. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEBR-03-2018-0172 
Etzkowitz H. (2018) Innovation Governance: From the “Endless Frontier” to the Triple Helix. In: 

Meusburger P., Heffernan M., Suarsana L. (eds) Geographies of the University. Knowledge and 

Space, vol 12. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-75593-9_8Fitjar, R. D., Gjelsvik, 



 

 

 

 

M., & Rodríguez-pose, A. (2014). Organizing product innovation : hierarchy , market or triple-helix 
networks ?, 1–21. 

Hele, L. (2013). Triple Helix in practice : the key role of boundary spanners, 16(2), 211–226. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/14601061311324548 

Lee, S. J., & Ngo, T. H. (2012). Riccardo Viale and Henry Etzkowitz (eds): The capitalization of knowledge: a 
triple helix of university-industry-government. Higher Education, 63(1), 161–163. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-011-9427-x 

Leydesdorff, L. (2005). The Triple Helix Model and the study of Knowledge Based Inovation Systems. The 
International Journal of Contemporary Sociology, 42(1), 1–16. Retrieved from 
http://arxiv.org/abs/0911.4291 

Leydesdorff, Loet, Ivanova, I., & Meyer, M. S. (2017). Synergy in Innovation Systems: Redundancy in the 
Triple Helix of University-Industry-Government Relations. Ssrn, (January). 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2937647 

Leydesdorff, Loet, & Meyer, M. (2006). Triple Helix indicators of knowledge-based innovation systems. 
Introduction to the special issue. Research Policy, 35(10), 1441–1449. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2006.09.016 

Manfron, R., Fl, M., & Pereira, S. (n.d.). O Modelo Hélice Tríplice Como Incentivo No Processo De Vantagem 
Competitiva the Triple Helix Model As an Incentive in. 

Mascarenhas, C., Ferreira, J. J., & Marques, C. (2018). University–industry cooperation: A systematic 
literature review and research agenda. Science and Public Policy, (June), 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/scipol/scy003 

Meyer, M., Kuusisto, J., Grant, K., Silva, M. De, Flowers, S., & Choksy, U. (2018). Towards new Triple Helix 
organisations ? A comparative study of competence centres as knowledge , consensus and innovation 
spaces, 555–574. 

Pandey, P. (2013). Triple Helix for Communication of Innovations : Case Study of Bt Cotton in, 15(1), 21–42. 
Peri, I. (n.d.). Analysis of the Impact of the Triple Helix on Sustainable Innovation Targets in Spanish 

Technology Companies. 
Ranga, M., & Etzkowitz, H. (2013). Triple Helix Systems: An Analytical Framework for Innovation Policy and 

Practice in the Knowledge Society. Industry and Higher Education, 27(4), 237–262. 
https://doi.org/10.5367/ihe.2013.0165 

Sotarauta, M. (2016). The Triple Helix model and the competence set : human spare parts industry under 
scrutiny. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40604-016-0038-5 

Xu, H.-Y., Zeng, R.-Q., Fang, S., Yue, Z.-H., & Han, Z.-B. (2017). Measurement Methods and Application 
Research of Triple Helix Model in Collaborative Innovation Management. Qualitative and Quantitative 
Methods in Libraries, 4(2), 463–482. Retrieved from http://www.qqml-
journal.net/index.php/qqml/article/view/261 

Zhou, C. (2014). Four dimensions to observe a Triple Helix : invention of ‘ cored model ’ and differentiation 
of institutional and functional spheres, (Etzkowitz 2002), 1–20. 

 


