Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, 2025, 0, 1-19

https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsaf043
OXFORD Manuscript

Lock-in, resilience and path development
in old industrial regions: an agency-based
explanation

Jests M. Valdaliso 2, Patricia Sudrez®, Matias Mayor and Edurne Magrod

@University of the Basque Country, Department of Public Policy and Economic History, Avda. Lehendakari Aguirre, 83 48015
Bilbao, Spain, jesusm.valdaliso@ehu.eus

PUniversity of Oviedo, Department of Economics, Avda. del Cristo, s/n 33006 Oviedo, Spain, suarezcpatricia@uniovi.es
“University of Oviedo, Department of Applied Economics, Avda. del Cristo, s/n 33006 Oviedo, Spain, mmayorf@uniovi.es
dOrkestra /Deusto Business School, Mundial, 50 20012 San Sebastian, Spain, edurne.magro@orkestra.deusto.es

This paper examines why some old industrial regions (OIRs) show strong lock-ins while others experi-
ence weaker ones. To do so, it compares the resilience of two OIRs in northern Spain — Asturias and
the Basque Country — to major shocks and structural changes over the last fifty years, tracing their di-
vergent development paths and advancing a tentative explanation for these differences. It employs a
mixed-methods approach, combining dynamic shift-share analysis to evaluate regional resilience and
the role of economic structure with qualitative analysis of how agency shapes regional trajectories, in
addition to taking a historical perspective. The extreme cases of Asturias and the Basque Country of-
fer contrasting examples of lock-in and path breaking (and renewal) in regional development. Asturias
illustrates the strength of reproductive agency (place maintenance), while the Basque Country exhibits
greater change agency (place leadership), engaging a broader range of actors in regional transformation.
Ultimately, the paper advocates a holistic approach to regional development that combines both quan-
titative and qualitative analysis.
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Introduction structure and agency (Martin and Sunley, 2006; Grillitsch
and Sotarauta, 2025) and both affects and is affected by
each region’s resilience, that is, its capacity to reshape its
socioeconomic structure (Boschma, 2015; Martin and Sun-
ley, 2015; Evenhuis, 2017).

This paper’s main research question, following Martin
and Sunley (2006) and Hassink (2010) is: why we find rel-
atively strong lock-ins in some OIRs and relatively weak
ones in others? To answer this question, we analyse the
resilience of two OIRs in the north of Spain, Asturias and
the Basque Country, to the main shocks experienced over
the last fifty years — particularly, the three economic crises
of 1975-1985,1991-1994 and 2007-2013 — and to the dein-
dustrialisation process that has happened in Europe, ex-
amine their different development paths, and suggest a
tentative explanation. This paper employs a dual method-
ology, using a quantitative approach (dynamic shift-share

The concept of path dependence has been increasingly
used in evolutionary economic geography (EEG) to ex-
plain regional development, initially to account for lock-
in situations and, more recently, also to explain differ-
ent evolving scenarios. Path dependence, broadly defined,
can have both negative and positive effects on regional
economic performance and can be used to explain why
change occurs in a particular direction (Martin and Sun-
ley, 2006; Martin, 2010; Henning et al., 2013). Path depen-
dence and lock-in are particularly evident in old industrial
regions (OIRs) that have faced several important dilemmas
of adaptation (Grabher, 1993; Birch et al., 2010; Hassink,
2010; Evenhuis, 2016) and taken different industrial paths
(Isaksen et al., 2019; Blazek et al., 2020). Regional path de-
velopment results from the interplay between economic
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analysis) to examine the resilience of the two regions and
the role of economic structure (Martin et al., 2016), and
qualitative methods to analyse the role played by agency
in the path development of each region (Blazek and Kve-
ton, 2023). It also adopts an explicit historical approach
(Henning, 2019; Bianchi et al., 2024; Martin and Sunley,
2022). The extreme cases of Asturias and the Basque Coun-
try are good examples of lock-in and path dependence and
path breaking and renewal, respectively, in regional devel-
opment. As in other works on OIRs (Evenhuis, 2016; Blazek
and Kveton, 2023; Steen et al., 2023), this study uses com-
parative analysis to explore the factors that may account
for the different path development of each region.

The paper has six parts. The first two parts develop the
theoretical framework based on the literature on lock-ins,
resilience and regional path development and on the role
of actors and agency. Then, the cases, methodology, data
and sources employed are presented. The following two
parts analyse, first, the resilience of the two regions to
the main economic crises and the role of economic struc-
ture, and secondly, the role played by agency and actors in
their respective development paths. Finally, we offer some
conclusions with implications for further research in this
field.

Lock-in, resilience and path
development in OIRs

Path dependence and lock-in were concepts employed to
explain the lack of renewal of OIRs. According to the semi-
nal work of Grabher (1993, 265), the lock-in situation of the
Ruhr region was the outcome of a previous process of in-
creasing specialisation that undermined its adaptability to
shocks and changes in the future. Three types of lock-in
can be identified: functional (inter-firm relationships, par-
ticularly between large enterprises and SMEs); cognitive (a
shared world-view or mindset); and political (cooperative
relations between industry, the government, unions and
professional associations). Cognitive and political lock-ins
are strongly related: they form a thick “institutional tis-
sue” (political administration, trade unions, large enter-
prises, firms and workers) that can form a “self-sustaining
coalition” that hinders renewal and restructuring (Grabher,
1993; Hassink, 2010, 452).

Lock-in must be framed within the broader typology of
different development paths established by EEG. Martin
and Sunley distinguish between a phase of positive lock-in
in which increasing returns and positive externalities rein-
force industrial dynamism, and another phase of negative
lock-in, in which the previous structures become a source
of increasing rigidity and inflexibility. (Negative) lock-in is
a particular outcome rather than an inexorable tendency
of path dependence, e.g., some paths and places are more
conducive to lock-in than others (Martin and Sunley, 2006;
Martin, 2010; Hassink, 2010).

EEG conceptualises resilience as the capacity of a re-
gion to resist, adapt, respond, recover and/or renew after
a shock (Martin, 2012; Martin and Sunley, 2015) and its
overall outcome (Evenhuis, 2017; Sutton and Arku, 2022).
There is a broad consensus on the relationship between
resilience and long-run development paths: regions with
a low degree of resilience experience negative hysteresis
after a shock and are unable either to resume their pre-
shock rate or to escape from their previous path, whereas
others with a high degree of resilience are able to open
up new development paths with higher growth rates than
before (Martin and Sunley, 2015). Boschma (2015) distin-
guishes between adaptation, defining it as a region’s abil-
ity to resist shocks in the short run, and adaptability,
which is a region’s capacity to develop new paths in the
long run. This latter capacity has been labelled as trans-
formative resilience (Sutton and Arku, 2022; Trippl et al.,
2024).

The transformation of old paths and the creation of
new ones allow regions to escape from lock-in situa-
tions (Martin and Sunley, 2006). Numerous studies identify
different sources for new path development (sometimes
also understood as path creation), mainly based on re-
gional diversification (Boschma, 2015; Boschma et al., 2017;
MacKinnon et al.,, 2019), and there is an acknowledgement
of the relevance of the past for the development of new
paths (Martin, 2010; Martin and Sunley, 2006). Isaksen et al.
(2019) and Grillitsch et al. (2018), incorporate new regional
paths: according to these authors, path extension, path up-
grading and path branching are more linked to existing re-
gional capabilities and industries (related variety), whereas
path importation, path diversification and path creation
represent new trajectories resulting from unrelated diver-
sification. However, regional path development is not nec-
essarily linked to economic growth, and this is particularly
the case for several OIRs: path delocalisation, path con-
traction and path downgrading are also recognised in the
literature (Blazek et al., 2020) and might be related to lock-
in situations.

Regional development must be understood as the inter-
play between structure and agency. Structural precondi-
tions may imply a tendency for certain forms of path de-
velopment to be more likely than others, but do not de-
termine outcomes; it is agency, understood as “the pur-
poseful work of powerful actors” (Dinmore et al., 2024),
which ultimately explains path development (Martin and
Sunley, 2006; Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020; Grillitsch and
Sotarauta, 2025). The relationship between structure and
agency is 2-fold and systemic: firstly, structures constrain
actors and, secondly, actors work to shape the very same
structures in which they are embedded (Sotarauta and
Grillitsch, 2023b).

Structure and agency have also been identified as
the factors behind regional lock-ins. Hassink (2010, 454-

55) identifies two economic-structural impact factors (“a
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Table 1. Agency, resilience and regional development paths.
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Reproductive agency

Change agency

Place
maintenance

Institutional
work

Repetitive en-
trepreneurship

Place-based
leadership

Institutional en-
trepreneurship

Innovative en-
trepreneurship

Firm/organisation level
System level (collective agency, policy coalitions and agendas)

Firm/organisation level
System level (collective agency, policy coalitions and agendas)

Behaviour (reactive) and narrative (past-oriented,
change-resistant)

Behaviour (anticipate, proactive) and narrative (future-oriented,
transformative)

<« Resistance and adaptation
Path dependency, lock-in

Resilience and adaptability —
Path breaking and new path creation

Source: Authors’ elaboration from , Bristow and Healy (2014), Blazek and Kveton (2023), and Roessler et al. (2025).

marked industrial mono-structure,” accounting for at least
30% of the region’s total manufacturing employment; and
a leading industry that is capital intensive, with high entry
and exit barriers, above average company size, oligopolistic
structure and influential trade unions) and three political-
institutional impact factors (“an institutional tissue at the
regional level strongly focused on the leading industry,”
“a national-political system which enables regional actors
to influence political questions concerning industrial pol-
icy” and “supranational institutions that strongly affect
the conditions of industrial policy relevant to the leading
industry”).

Agency and actors in regional path
development

Thereisincreasingly widespread agreement on the key role
of agency in explaining both lock-in and regional develop-
ment paths (Bristow and Healy, 2014; Nilsen et al., 2023;
Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2025). According to Grillitsch and
Sotarauta (2020, 7), some regions perform better than oth-
ers with similar structural preconditions due to the exis-
tence of a trinity of change agency that exploits “oppor-
tunity spaces” which allow them to escape from lock-in
and/or path dependency. These opportunity spaces appear
at “critical junctures,” moments of social and political flu-
idity (and change), when the decisions and choices of key
actors are freer and more influential in steering institu-
tional development (Capoccia, 2015). Crises are examples
of critical junctures in which a change in regional struc-
tures is more likely than at other times (Grillitsch et al.,
2023).

Following Blazek and Kveton (2023), it is possible to
distinguish between different levels and types of agency
(see Table 1). Agency may operate at the firm and/or organ-
isation level but also at a system-level, with more powerful
implications for the regional development path. System-
level agency may support processes of economic restruc-
turing (Isaksen et al.,, 2019; Steen et al., 2023), foster the
emergence and development of new industries, legitimise
them (Jolly and Hansen, 2022; Gong et al., 2022) and, along

with government policies, even create new paths (Coenen
et al,, 2015; Uyarra and Flanagan, 2022).

Regarding the types of agency, the literature distin-
guishes between reproductive and (a trinity of) change
agency. From the firm to the system level, reproduc-
tive agency comprises repetitive (or routine) entrepreneur-
ship, focused on gradual improvements, institutional work
aimed at maintaining existing institutions and practices,
and place maintenance (sustaining existing activities in
delivering collective goals) (Baekkelund, 2021; Blazek and
Kveton, 2023). Reproductive agency is limited for transfor-
mation but it can also lead to incremental changes; it may
be seen as a source of stability (Benner, 2024).

The trinity of change agency (Grillitsch and Sota-
rauta, 2020; Sotarauta et al., 2023) is made up of in-
novative entrepreneurship (activities focused on trans-
forming existing economic fabric or creating new eco-
nomic activities through the novel combination of knowl-
edge and resources), institutional entrepreneurship (to
transform existing regulatory, normative and economic
institutions) and place-based leadership (to coordinate
and mobilise a variety of regional actors for the collec-
tive goal of place development). Institutional entrepreneur-
ship plays an important role in challenging existing world-
views (cognitive lock-in) and dominant actors’ rationales
(political-institutional lock-in). Redirecting attention to
new economic activities depends on changing mindsets
and increasing the legitimacy of activities (Gong et al,,
2022; Kinosian et al., 2024).

Various forms of agency coexist and evolve over time
and may represent contradictory interests (Sotarauta etal.,
2023).Itis the predominance of one of them at system level
that makes the difference (Isaksen et al., 2019; Blazek and
Kveton, 2023). Therefore, “change agency and reproductive
agency should be observed alongside each other in a con-
tinuum” (Stihl, 2024, 591).

Agency is concerned with actions or interventions to
produce a desired effect; agents point to the actors that
exercise agency (Jolly et al., 2020). Agency is performed
by individuals (e.g., entrepreneurs, policymakers, political
leaders) or groups (Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020; Blazek
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and Kveton 2023; Calignano and Nilsen, 2024). Actors may
play different roles across regions and their roles may
change over time (Sotarauta et al., 2023; Jolly et al., 2020).
Power, the potential to influence path development, is un-
equally distributed among actors, and that distribution de-
pends on regional characteristics (Nilsen et al., 2023). A
high skewness of power relations is the key reason for
lock-ins, especially the political-institutional form of lock-
in where powerful elites protect vested interests (Grabher,
1993). Firm-level actors in locked-in specialised regions
typically operate in a few dominant industries (Nilsen et
al., 2023). Agents forge policy coalitions (Hassink, 2010),
a form of collective agency that may be linked either to
place maintenance or place-based leadership, with differ-
ent agendas for policy action and narratives that shape
opportunity spaces and path-development (Roessler et al.,
2025). The role of the state is particularly important in
OIRs: government policies may support resistance and
lock-in or change and new path developments (Morgan,
2013; Magro et al., 2022; Uyarra and Flanagan, 2022; Steen
etal,, 2023).

Generally speaking, reproductive agency is more related
to reactive behaviour, which is more focused on resistance
and adaptation, whereas change agency tends to be more
proactive and focused on removing things and/or trans-
forming, thatis, on resilience and adaptability (Bristow and
Healy, 2014; Magro et al., 2022; Huggins and Thompson,

Albacete

A

Figure 1. Geographical location of Asturias and the Basque Country.

2. =%

o

&

2023). However, rather than simply studying the attributes
or behaviour of the individuals, the analysis of agency must
also focus on the relationships connecting actors in re-
gional structures, development paths and change or lock-
in processes (Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020; Huggins and
Thompson, 2023).

Taking these concepts into consideration (see Table 1),
after measuring regional resilience and the role of eco-
nomic structure, this paper identifies the different types
of system-level agency over the last few decades, the be-
haviour and narratives of actors, and their consequent im-
pact on path development in the two regions.

Case context, methodology data and
sources

As the interplay between structure and agency needs to
be investigated over time, we have adopted a comparative
longitudinal case study, with an intensive research strat-
egy (ideographic), of two OIRs over a period of more than
50 years (Grillitsch et al., 2023; Sotarauta and Grillitsch,
2023a; Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2025). We have selected
the “extreme cases” of two OIRs in the north of Spain, As-
turias and the Basque Country, with similar starting points
at the early 1970s and the same external events but very
different agency patterns and outcomes (Evenhuis, 2016;
Blazek and Kveton, 2023; Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2025).
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Table 2. Main economic features of Asturias and the Basque Country.

Asturias Basque Country
Population (thousands) 1002 2206
GDP 2022 (% of Spain) 1.9% 5.9%
GDP per capita 2022 (€) 25,779 35,977
GDP pc (% EU 27 and Spain) 73%-91% 102%-127%
GVA per occupied 2022 (% Spain’s average and 100% (8) 116% (1)

ranking Spanish regions)

R&D expenditures/GDP 2021 in % (% Spain’s
average)

R&D personnel/employment 2022 (% Spain’s
average)

RIS 2023 innovation index

RIS 2023 11 (% of EU27)

0.9% (62%)

9.2%0 (72%)

83.4
77%

2.3% (164%)
21.6%c (168%)

(Moderate Innovator) 119.1 (Strong Innovator)

123%

Source: INE, Eurostat and Regional Innovation Scoreboard 2023.

For each OIR, we have investigated the regional precon-
ditions at the beginning of the period, their resilience to
external events (the three main economic crises between
1975 and 2019), their agency patterns (types of reproduc-
tive and/or change agency) throughout the period, and the
final outcome (Grillitsch et al., 2023; Blazek and Kveton,
2023).

Asturias and the Basque Country are two OIRs in north-
ern Spain which currently display very different economic
and innovation performances (see Table 2). The industrial
revolution began in both regions in the 1840s, linked to coal
mining and ironworks in Asturias, and to iron ore mining
and iron- and steel-making in the Basque Country. How-
ever, outcomes and achievements during the rest of the
19th century were rather different in the two regions. In
1900, the Basque Country was, along with Catalonia, the
most industrialised region of Spain, leading the ranking of
industrial Gross Value Added (GVA) per capita, whereas As-
turias ranked much lower in both absolute and per capita
terms. From then until the 1970s, industrialisation sped
up in both regions. The Basque Country maintained its in-
dustrial leadership in Spain, and Asturias climbed to the
third position, after the Basque Country and Catalonia, as
of 1970 (Dominguez, 2002; Roses and Wolf, 2018). Both re-
gions were hard hit by the economic crisis of 1975-1985
(and in the Basque case by the terrorism of ETA (Abadie
and Gardeazabal, 2003)).

In the 1980s, new regional governments and admin-
istrations were created from scratch in Spain, with full
powers over industrial policy and regional development
(Sanz-Menéndez and Cruz-Castro, 2005). In addition,
the Basque Country enjoyed a fiscal autonomy that
resulted in the region having more public resources
per inhabitant than Asturias or the Spanish average
(Zubiri, 2015). However, Asturias has been an Objective
1 region, receiving a much higher amount of European
Structural Funds than the Basque region (Objective 2)
(https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/stories/s/Historic-EU-

payments-by-region-1988-2022/47md-x4nq), and also
benefiting from a regular flow of subsidies from the na-
tional government to maintain coal mining activity in the
region (Sendin, 2014).

From the mid-1980s onwards, they experienced very di-
vergent trajectories: whereas the Basque Country success-
fully managed to transform its industrial fabric and set up
a new development path with GDP per capita growth rates
higher than the Spanish and European average, Asturias
seemingly remained trapped in its industrial past, fell be-
hind, never recovering its former position in the ranking
of Spanish and European regions (Table 3 and Figure 2). If
GDP per capita and employment can be considered out-
comes of the respective resilience of each region, then it
appears that the Basque Country performed much better
than Asturias, something that other studies, with differ-
ent approaches and methodologies, have also showcased
(Birch et al., 2010; Cueto et al., 2017). In perspective, it
seems that both regions moved from positive to negative
lock-in (Martin and Sunley, 2006) during the 1975-1985 cri-
sis and then faced a critical juncture in the 1980s with
one experiencing positive hysteresis and the other negative
hysteresis, and divergent growth paths thereafter (Martin
and Sunley, 2015, and Figure 2).

Our work employs a dual methodology. The economic
evolution of the two OIRs is described using quantitative
variables such as GDP, population and employment. To
measure their resilience to external events and the role
of economic structure, we employ, following Martin et al.
(2016), a dynamic shift-share analysis, with employment
as the main variable, and descriptive statistics such as data
on industrial change (NACE two-digit level) (Sutton and
Arku, 2022). These aforementioned variables have been
used to analyse the regional preconditions and outcome
at the beginning and at the end of the period, respectively.

The identification of agency types, actors, their be-
haviour and relative power, and, particularly, the evalua-
tion of the role of agency in regional path development,
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Table 3. Asturias and Basque Country GDP per capita, 1900-2015 (selected years).

1900 1950 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2015
Asturias position among 173 139 150 155 155 152 154 106 155
European regions
Asturias position among 17 7 7 9 10 11 12 9 12
Spanish regions
Asturias GDP per capita (173 57,1% 53,8% 62,5% 69,4% 68,1% 69,2% 88,0% 68,8%
European regions’
average = 100)
Asturias GDP per capita 94,2% 114,2% 101,6% 100,0% 91,0% 87,9% 94,8% 87,5%
(Spain = 100)
BC position among 173 27 98 114 136 130 57 18 52
European regions
BC position among 17 Spanish 1 1 1 4 6 3 2 2
regions
BC GDP per capita/173 European 124,0% 85,6% 86,2% 80,5% 83,7% 101,1% 128,8% 104,3%
regions’ average = 100)
BC GDP per capita (Spain = 100)  204,6% 181,7% 140,2% 116,0% 111,7% 128,5% 138,8% 132,7%

Source: Authors’ elaboration from Roses and Wolf (eds.) (2018). GDP in 1990 international dollars, millions.

and the relationship between agency and economic struc-
ture, presents important problems of measurement and
operationalisation. For agency types, we follow the typol-
ogy suggested by Blazek and Kveton (2023), trying to iden-
tify, for each region, the most important actors and their
behaviours and relations that lead to either reproductive
agency or change agency. In addition, we analyse devel-
opment paths in each region and period. In any case, this
analysis is far from easy, as agency has to be inferred from
the relative power of interacting individuals and groups
and their relationships (Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020). It
is mainly based on secondary sources, including policy
documents and grey literature and has been contrasted
with several interviews with different regional actors. How-
ever, interviews have not been employed as a primary
source, which could be problematic in longitudinal stud-
ies (Henning, 2019; Steen et al., 2023).

We have resorted to “path tracing” (Sotarauta and Gril-
litsch, 2023b) to capture the relationship between struc-
ture and agency, adopting an explicit historical approach
to unravel the causal relationships, and a sequence and
periodisation based on the same three periods of the
dynamic shift-share analysis: 1975-1991, 1991-2007 and
2008-2019. Our focus is mainly on human agency at the
system level, although some examples of organisational-
level agency have been highlighted when they eventually
brought about systemic effects. Although the two types
of agency may coexist, we have highlighted the domi-
nant type for each region and period in grey in Tables 6
and 7. Our method involves a certain degree of subjec-
tivity, but it does not differ substantially from that em-
ployed by other works (Blazek and Kveton, 2023; Sotarauta
and Grillitsch, 2023a; Nilsen et al., 2023; Sotarauta et al.,
2023).

In the following sections, we will attempt to examine,
through quantitative and qualitative approaches, the de-
gree of resilience as an outcome, and the role of economic
structure and agency in the development path of every re-

gion.

Measuring resistance and
recoverability in OIRs. The role of
economic structure

This section focuses on measuring two dimensions of re-
silience in OIRs, resistance and recoverability and then
addresses the role of economic structure. Measurement
is carried out using dynamic shift-share decomposition
(Barff and Knight, 1988), which has previously been em-
ployed in this context by Martin et al. (2016) and more re-
cently by Delgado-Bello et al. (2023) and Maroto-Sanchez
and Cuadrado-Roura (2024).

Thus, in Equation 1, the first term on the right hand-
side of the equation captures the national effect, the sec-
ond term captures the industry-mix effect, and the third
term captures the competitive effect, for each region. The
national effect measures the change that would occur in
regional employment if it grew at the same rate as the na-
tional economy. The sectoral effect or “industry-mix” ef-
fect captures the positive or negative influence of regional
specialisation in sectors with growth rates above or be-
low the national average, respectively (g; — g). Finally, the
competitive effect (or regional effect) measures the specific
dynamism of the regional economic sectors compared to
their expected evolution at the national level (gi; — gi).

var‘l - Xﬁ = int:rlg + letr(gl - g) + ZX{Y(QU’ - 91) (1>
i i i
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Figure 2. GDP per capita and occupied population of Asturias, the Basque Country and Spain, 1955-2019.
Source: Authors’ elaboration from RegData_Sect FEDEA-BBVA v6.3_1955-2022.
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Figure 3. Contribution of industry mix and region-specific effects to regional differential resistance and recoverability for the last three

recession-recovery cycles.
Source: See Figure 2.

Following the proposal by Martin et al. (2016), the con-
tributions of the effects for the crisis and recovery phases
of the three periods analysed are aggregated in order to
summarise their overall contribution. Figure 3 depicts the
industry-mix effect and the competitive effect for Asturias
and the Basque Country (both effects are shown in rela-
tive terms with respect to the employment variation that
would have occurred if they had followed the same trajec-
tory as Spain).?

In the first period (1975-1991), the contribution of the
industry-mix effect in Asturias was negative, while in
the Basque Country it was positive, thanks to the lat-
ter's greater specialisation in sectors that exhibited growth
rates above the national average. Regarding the com-
petitive effect, its overall contribution was negative in
both regions; that is, sectoral performance was less dy-
namic than the national average. As previously stated,
both regions transitioned from a state of positive to neg-
ative lock-in during this period. In the following period
(1991-2007), the contribution of the competitive effect
was negative in both regions but its relative importance
was greater in Asturias than in the Basque Country. Sec-
toral effects offset each other over the period and are
hardly relevant in the overall calculation, although the

trajectories of the two regions differed, establishing dis-
tinct patterns of specialisation and diversification, as will
be discussed later. In the final period (2007-2019), the
aggregate sectoral effect contribution was negative in
both regions. While the competitive effect was positive
in the Basque Country, reaching 9.2%, it was markedly
negative in Asturias, at —7.5%. This highlights the As-
turian region’s inability to keep pace with the national
average.

We acknowledge that the competitive effect may not
fully capture the intended outcome — namely, the spe-
cific dynamism of a sector within a particular region —
as it may be influenced by the underlying economic struc-
ture. To overcome this issue, this paper applies the decom-
position proposed by Esteban-Marquillas (1972) based on
homothetic employment, which is defined as the employ-
ment level that would be assigned to sector i in region j
if the sectoral structure of that region were assumed to
be the same as the national one XS‘ = X;(Xi/X). Then, the
competitive effect is divided into two new effects: the net
competitive effect which is isolated from the structural ef-
fect NCE;; = ij* (9 — gi) and the allocation effect which re-
flects specialisation and/or diversification patterns LE;; =

(X = X5 (Gir — 91)-
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Figure 4. Contribution of net competitive and allocation effects.
Source: See Figure 2.

Figure 4 shows these effects for the two regions across
the three selected periods. Asturias consistently repre-
sents the most unfavourable scenario, with negative out-
comes in both effects and employment concentrated in
low-growth sectors. In contrast, the Basque Country dis-
plays better adaptability and recoverability, initially show-
ing mixed results but achieving positive values in both ef-
fects by the final period. Further sector-specific details for
each period are provided in the Appendix (Supplmentary
Information).

To sum up, Asturias and, to a greater extent, the Basque
Country, exhibit an acceptable capacity for resistance to
crises, but they have not been able to follow the national
growth rate of employment, shaped by the relative spe-
cialisation of the Spanish economy in the services sector.
The intermediate position of the Basque Country and, to
a lesser extent, Asturias, among the Spanish regions is ex-
plained by their relative specialisation in industry, a sec-
tor less employment-intensive than services but which has
higher relative productivity. Our results align with those of
other studies carried out using the full sample of Span-
ish regions, which have shown that the most resilient re-
gions are those whose economic structure is dominated by
market services (and tourism, in particular), and where the
relative weight of industry and construction is below the
Spanish average (Ubago et al., 2019).

Recession 1991-1994,
Recovery 1994-2007

Lock-in, resilience and path developmentin OIRs | 9

Recession 2007-2013,
Recovery 2013-2019

m Net Competitive Effect - Basque Country

Locational Effect - Basque Country

Table 4 shows the average annual growth rate of em-
ployment by sector in Asturias, the Basque Country and
Spain between 1978 and 2018. In the case of Asturias, the
rate is slightly negative compared to a positive growth rate
for the Basque Country and Spain (see also Figure 2). For
Asturias, except in sectors V and VI, associated with ser-
vices, the average growth rate is negative, especially in agri-
culture and fishing (I) and in the mining, energy and water
sector (II). In the manufacturing sector (III), the figure is
even more negative in Asturias than in the Basque Country,
a clear symptom of the former’s industrial decline. How-
ever, the growth of services was not able to counterbalance
the job destruction in the aforementioned sectors.

The scenario in the Basque Country is different, as the
annual rate is positive, with the services sector showing
a particular dynamism. This region has also experienced
less job destruction in the manufacturing sector. The good
performance of the services sector, including business ser-
vices, created a suitable environment and conditions that
mitigated the destruction of industrial activity and em-
ployment. In terms of GVA, knowledge-intensive business
services became the single most important sector (NACE-
30) of the Basque economy from 2000 onwards (Aranguren
etal.,,2012,160-61). In any case, it should be noted that,in a
European perspective, the Basque Country has resisted the
deindustrialisation trend that began the 1970s very well,
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Table 4. Sectoral employment average annual growth rates in Asturias, the Basque Country and Spain, 1978-2018 (%).

Basque

Asturias Country Spain
Total —0.01 0.82 1.07
Sector I (agriculture and fishing) —5.05 —3.65 —2.85
Sector 1I (energy, water and mining) —4.23 0.93 1.01
Sector III (manufacturing industry) —1.22 -1.19 —0.92
Sector IV (construction) —0.46 -0.28 -0.07
Sector V (for sale services) 1.61 1.89 2.27
— Sector Va (finance and insurance) -0.11 -0.62 0.32
— Sector Vb (distribution, retailing, hotels and 1.14 1.36 1.77
catering, transport and communications)
— Sector Vc (other business services) 2.90 3.29 3.62
Sector VI (not for sale services and private 2.13 3.05 2.61

health and education)

Source: See Figure 2.

advancing from 32nd place in 1970 to 6th place in 2010 in
the ranking of European regions by share of industrial em-
ployment (Roses and Woolf, 2018).

Looking at the industrial structure of the two regions
(Table 5), in the late 1970s, both presented economic-
structural impact factors conducive to lock-in (Hassink,
2010): a marked industrial mono-structure based on min-
ing and metallurgy in Asturias (representing 28% and 20%
of industrial employment, respectively), and metallurgy
and metal products in the Basque Country (14% and 24%
of industrial employment). In both cases, industry was
highly spatially concentrated in a few places (central As-
turias, the Bilbao estuary), which facilitated labour or-
ganisation and made protests and resistance stronger.
However, there were also some differences between the
two regions. In Asturias, there were two leading capital-
intensive and oligopolistic sectors: coal mining and steel-
making, with high entry and exit barriers, large and power-
ful state-owned firms, and influential trade unions (Kéhler,
1996; Hernandez, 2001). In the Basque Country, the largest
sector, metal products, was comprised mostly of small
and medium-sized enterprises; large (mostly private) firms
were found in other capital-intensive sectors, such as steel-
making, machinery and equipment, and transport mate-
rial (Aranguren et al., 2012).

The restructuring process that began in both regions
in the 1980s and their subsequent industrial development
paths brought about different results: a sharp fall (60%
between 1978 and 2018) in industrial employment in As-
turias, which is explained by the collapse of the coal min-
ing sector and the decline of steel-making and metal prod-
ucts — although these two sectors increased its relative
share of the total industrial employment — as well as
other sectors, such as machinery and equipment and the
food industry; and a gradual decline (38% between 1978
and 2018) of industrial employment in the Basque Coun-
try, but with only small changes in the region’s industrial

fabric, which as of 2018 was still dominated by metal-
lurgy and metal products, machinery and equipment, elec-
tric and electronic and transport material, and rubber and
plastics.

In any case, leaving aside the collapse of the coal min-
ing sector in Asturias, what we find in both regions is an
industrial structure that has experienced relatively few
changes, within a broader context of deindustrialisation
that has had a greater impact on Asturias than on the
Basque region. However, the sector distribution does not
show other outstanding divergent patterns in these two re-
gions, such as the large difference in their R&D intensity
(another significant factor in regional resilience, Bristow
and Healy, 2018), which is much higher in the Basque Coun-
try (see Figure 1).

In other words, the evolution of industrial structure
does not fully reveal what has actually happened since
the 1980s to enable the Basque Country to break with its
former industrial path, while Asturias has remained stuck
in its previous trajectory. As we see it, the explanation
must be found in qualitative factors that are strongly re-
lated to one another, such as agency and institutions — to
use Hassink’s (2010) terms, an “institutional tissue” at the
regional level that remains strongly focused on formerly
leading sectors in Asturias, and a new “institutional tissue”
and “policy coalition” supportive of industrial change in the
Basque Country.

Agency and path development in
Asturias and the Basque Country

The empirical evidence presented so far shows that, start-
ing from similar structural preconditions in the 1970s,
the resilience and evolution of the two regions in terms
of jobs and GDP, and their development paths differed
significantly from then on. Both regions faced the same
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critical juncture in the 1980s, when a new opportunity
space opened up, thanks to the combination of Spain’s
new political architecture, which transferred power and
competences to new regional governments created from
scratch, and the country’s entry into the European Eco-
nomic Community. However, they exploited that new op-
portunity space in very different ways.

In the Basque Country (Table 6) the first period was char-
acterised by a combination of reproductive and change
agency. The initial response to the first crisis by the na-
tional and regional governments was reactive, as they at-
tempted to support existing sectors following a reproduc-
tive agency. However, the creation of a new regional gov-
ernment, as well as a regional development agency and
research and technology centres, marked the beginning of
the creation of a new policy path (industrial and technol-
ogy policy), which at first focused on upgrading existing
sectors (path extension), and then on diversification into
new sectors (path branching and diversification) in the sec-
ond and third periods (Navarro et al., 2014; Magro et al,,
2022). The first crisis opened up an opportunity space for
policy change, setting a new industrial and technology pol-
icy path that has been maintained since then with few
changes (Valdaliso et al., 2014). This was an institutional
work led initially by the regional government, which had
the power to develop new policies and institutional ar-
rangements. The construction of an institutional frame-
work composed of different types of actors and public-
private alliances, such as cluster organisations, together
with the strong role of firms, resulted in the creation of
a policy coalition with a shared view of new path devel-
opment and a long-term strategy for the region, which
denotes a strong place leadership built over the years
(Morgan, 2016; Aranguren et al., 2021; Magro et al., 2022).

This collective leadership, with the regional government
and a few policy entrepreneurs who enjoyed strong polit-
ical power in the 1980s and 1990s playing a leading role,
created a transformative narrative focused on “building
the future” (a common expression that appeared regularly
in the most important policy documents from the early
2000s onwards), based on regional industrial capabilities,
that facilitated the creation of new development paths
(innovative entrepreneurship) and policies (institutional
entrepreneurship). In the 2000s, in addition to the mainte-
nance of these former policies, new strategies were proac-
tively launched to create new paths and promote what the
government termed “the second great economic transfor-
mation” (Navarro et al., 2014; Valdaliso, 2015).

Building on this narrative, the regional industrial and
policy capabilities developed over the previous decades,
and collective leadership, as well as the strong connections
ithad established with the European Commission (Morgan,
2016), the Basque Country was early to implement a Smart
Specialisation Strategy (RIS3) in the 2010s. The Basque
Country’s RIS3 replicated what the region had already been

doing since the 1980s (Morgan, 2016; Aranguren et al., 2021
and 2023). The “regional transformation success story” of
the Basque region since the 1980s (OECD, 2011, 42) has been
attributed to the regional state’s ability to maintain a bal-
ance between continuity (of a new policy path opened up
in the 1980s) and novelty (Morgan, 2013 and 2016).

Conversely, reproductive agency has been predominant
in Asturias since the first economic cycle (Table 7). A self-
sustaining coalition of agents (state-owned enterprises,
trade unions and regional government) with vested inter-
ests in the old industrial sectors have blocked change and
path breaking, thereby maintaining the political and cog-
nitive lock-in. This reproductive agency is embedded in the
wording of the Statute of Autonomy of the region itself
(Organic Law 7/1981, of 30 December, Statute of Autonomy
for Asturias), which gave the regional government the right
to propose the representatives of the Spanish state on the
boards of directors of state-owned firms present in the re-
gion (article 19.1)2 Based on this prerogative, prominent
leaders of both the regional government (or the governing
party) and trade unions were appointed to the boards of
directors of state-owned mining and steel enterprises. Re-
productive agency has maintained a strong presence in all
three periods, especially institutional work in existing sec-
tors and place maintenance through social concertation
agreements, with trade unions exerting a strong influence.
Trade unions are very powerful in the region and, unlike
in the Basque case, have significant representation in the
regional government, state-owned firms and several policy
bodies, boards and platforms (Kéhler, 1996).

Therefore, the factors conducive to lock-in identified by
Hassink (2010), including both industrial structure and in-
stitutional factors, appear to be more present in Asturias
than in the Basque region. Of particular importance is the
strong weight of coal mining, a heavily regulated sector
that was generously subsidised by the Spanish govern-
ment and the EU through different policy programmes that
failed to promote industrial diversification (Sendin, 2014).
As in other mining regions, the strong regional identity
that was forged led to cognitive lock-in among local actors
(Gormar et al., 2023) and shaped a narrative of dependency
(Rossler et al., 2025). Like other OIRs (Sweeney et al., 2020),
Asturias was resistant but not resilient.

Evidence from the interviews supports the hypothesis
— originally advanced by the primary sources — of an en-
trenched political and social lock-in in Asturias, which is
rooted in the historical centrality of mining activity and
the dominantinfluence of trade unions in the region. State-
ments by informants, such as “the trade unions ruled the
region for decades” and “all activity was conditioned by the
mining area and mining activity,” clearly reflect a consol-
idated institutional structure that has profoundly shaped
the region’s economic and social dynamics. Similarly, ex-
pressions such as “being the last to close,” “clientelism,” or
“captured by the unions and concertation,” illustrate the
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Figure 5. Agency and development paths in Asturias and the Basque Country.

Source: Authors’ eleboration.

presence of entrenched power networks and institutional
agreements that have fostered a culture of dependence
and resistance to change. The phrase “impossibility of do-
ing anything” encapsulates the widespread perception of
“pessimism” (Heeringa, 2020) and resignation in the face
of an institutional environment that is seen as rigid and
resistant to transformative initiatives. When considered
as a whole, these accounts emphasise a context shaped
by a past-oriented narrative that has limited the region’s
capacity to adapt and transform its economic structure.
The most important regional actors considered the well-
being of Asturias to be strongly linked to its capacity to ex-
ert political pressure and lobby external policy actors and
funding programs: industrial policy became a social policy
of income redistribution (Gonzalez, 1981; Vazquez, 1994;
Kohler, 1996; Garcia, 1998).

Although some forms of change agency at organisa-
tional and system levels appeared in the region, overall
they were not powerful enough to counterbalance the
weight of reproductive agency and vested interests. There
were some attempts at path extension in existing sec-
tors (shipbuilding and machinery and equipment), path
importation (chemicals) and path branching through re-
lated diversification (renewables equipment), led by lo-
cal firms or multinational enterprises (MNESs) (innovative
entrepreneurship), but they had few systemic effects on
the industry. In addition, institutional entrepreneurship
can be identified in the three periods, mainly through
the creation of Research and Technology Organisations
(RTOs) and a few cluster initiatives. Despite these signs
of change agency, the stronger weight of reproductive
agency favoured a lock-in situation and path delocalisa-
tion. The closure of coal mines by EU regulation in 2018,
and the emergence of new science, technology and inno-
vation (STI)policies linked to RIS3 and focused on major
societal challenges, both of which are sources of change

external to the region, might increase the relative power of
change agency in Asturias in the near future.

In summary, reproductive and change agency coexisted
in both regions (see Figure 5), but there were significant dif-
ferences in relative political and institutional power, which,
in turn, are related to their respective economic struc-
tures. In Asturias, reproductive agency has been much
stronger. It is symbolised by a policy coalition compris-
ing large state-owned coal mining and steel-making en-
terprises, influential trade unions and the regional govern-
ment, that favoured place maintenance in the region and
reinforced the political and cognitive lock-in. Conversely,
change agency was highly fragmented among different ac-
tors, with less capacity to influence the policy agenda. In
the Basque Country, the new regional government forged a
policy coalition with private firms, mostly SMEs, and RTOs,
which resulted in place-based leadership with a shared
narrative focused on the future and policy supportive of
change and transformation. In the Basque case, the rela-
tive power, influence and representation of firms, and busi-
ness and cluster-associations in shaping regional policy
were much stronger than that of their Asturian counter-
parts, and trade unions were more fragmented and less in-
fluential.

Therefore, while there have been attempts to develop
new paths in Asturias, change agency has been highly frag-
mented and has not been strong enough to lead to sys-
tem reconfigurations and new path creation. Reproductive
agency (especially place maintenance) has been a strong
force preventing the development of new paths in the re-
gion, thereby reinforcing resistance and lock-in, especially
in political and cognitive terms. By contrast, the stronger
weight of change agency at the system level in the Basque
Country, particularly place-based leadership, has encour-
aged adaptability and resilience, and then supported path
breaking and new development paths.
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Conclusions

The aim of this paper has been to address a longstanding
and salient question in the field of regional development:
why do relatively strong institutional and economic lock-
ins persist in certain OIRs, while others are able to de-lock
and take new development paths? The contribution of this
study lies in its comparative analysis of the developmen-
tal trajectories of two OIRs in northern Spain from c. 1975
to 2019. Methodologically, the paper has adopted a mixed-
methods approach that combines quantitative techniques
(to assess regional resilience across successive business
cycles) and qualitative analysis (to explore the types of
agency present in each region and their influence on de-
velopmental dynamics) in a balanced and complementary
manner.

The dynamic shift-share analysis clearly corroborates
the divergent development path of the two regions despite
their similar initial economic structures. The decomposi-
tion of employment growth reveals a persistently nega-
tive competitive effect in Asturias throughout the three
economic cycles. In contrast, the Basque Country experi-
enced a declining negative competitive effect between the
first and second cycles, which became strongly positive in
the third. More specifically, Asturias also exhibits a nega-
tive allocation effect across all the three cycles, whereas
in the Basque Country, this effect gradually became pos-
itive in the first and third cycles. Summing up, Asturias
trajectory can be characterised by resistance and path de-
pendence, whereas the Basque Country’s trajectory reveals
resilience and new path development. While this analyti-
cal tool effectively uncovers contrasting outcomes, it falls
short of elucidating the underlying causal mechanisms
(Sutton and Arku, 2022).

Although the two regions presented quite similar
economic-structural impact factors conducive to lock-in
in the late 1970s, agency played a key role in their diver-
gent development paths thereafter, as many recent works
have also shown for other places (Grillitsch and Sota-
rauta, 2020; Blazek and Kveton, 2023). In Asturias, repro-
ductive agency, and particularly place maintenance, has
remained much more significant than the few and frag-
mented types of change agency, which overall failed to
have a systemic impact that could have resulted in a new
reconfiguration of actors and power, potentially leading the
region to other development paths. In the Basque case, the
predominance over time of a trinity of change agency at
the system level and a weak reproductive agency are im-
portant factors for explaining resilience and new devel-
opment paths. The importance of coalitions in a form of
a collective change agency oriented towards a common
goal of place development is highly significant in this case.
Agency has therefore contributed to the development of
a transformative resilience related to the ability to de-
velop new paths (adaptability), a place leadership that fa-

cilitates change and path breaking, and the reconfigura-
tion of the regional constellation of actors to face new
challenges (Sutton and Arku, 2022; Huggins and Thomson,
2023; Trippl et al., 2024). The creation of new industrial
paths by innovative entrepreneurs requires institutional
entrepreneurship and place-based leadership to achieve
industry legitimacy (Jolly and Hansen, 2022; Gong et al,,
2022).

Our work also supports the view that some places are
more supportive of lock-ins than others (Martin and Sun-
ley, 2006; Martin, 2010; Hassink, 2010). Like other places
(Evenhuis, 2016), the OIRs examined in this study faced
the same critical juncture in the 1980s, but exhibited two
different agency types that shaped their different devel-
opment paths. Agency was shaped by the different distri-
bution of power in each region, which was, in turn, condi-
tioned by their respective economic structures. Asturias is
a clear example of Grabher’s and Hassink’s canonical lock-
ins, characterised by a self-sustaining coalition of large and
powerful state-owned enterprises, influential trade unions
and the regional government, and a pessimistic and past-
oriented narrative that hindered renewal and change. In
this case, coalitions supporting cognitive and political lock-
ins made it difficult to advance towards new development
paths. The Basque Country is a good example of the trinity
of change agency, led by a policy coalition forged around
the regional government, with a future-oriented narrative
supportive of transformation and change.

The novelty of our work lies in the analysis of the tra-
jectories of two OIRs, while also considering the country’s
overall economic trajectory, combining both quantitative
and qualitative perspectives in a balanced manner. Quan-
titative analysis reveals divergent paths and responses, de-
spite similar structures and initial conditions, but does not
explain its causes. The analysis of economic structure of-
fers no explanation for this divergence. It is precisely qual-
itative analysis, despite the challenges it presents, that
provides explanations for these differences. In addition to
agency, factors such as power dynamics and differing nar-
ratives and cultures — which have historically influenced
both the actions of agents and development paths — en-
able us to explore what has occurred in the Basque Coun-
try and Asturias. Furthermore, qualitative analysis helps
us to understand how different lock-ins are interconnected
and the importance of change agency for path breaking
and new path development. Ultimately, a holistic approach
to regional development analysis is essential (Grillitsch
and Sotarauta, 2020; Martin and Sunley, 2022), as the un-
derlying causes of regional growth will shape future re-
gional imbalances.

Endnotes

1 In the Basque case, two of the authors have an in-depth
knowledge of the actors and regional policies because they
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have more than ten years of experience doing academic
work in this area and have conducted more than one hun-
dred interviews since 2008, which has made it possible to
check the evolution of agency over time; see, for instance,
Magro and Valdaliso (2019) and Magro et al. (2022). In the
case of Asturias, ten semi-structured interviews (4 busi-
nessmen, 3 academics, 2 politicians and 1 union leader)
were conducted between July 2024 and January 2025 with
the explicit aim of contrasting the agency types and roles
previously identified in the analysis of secondary sources.

2 Based on shift-share, if the national effect is moved to the
left side and divided by the deviation in expected employ-
ment, the expression on the left side becomes the measure
of resilience and/or recovery. Meanwhile, on the right side,
the industry-mix and competitive effects appearin relative
terms; with respect to what would have been the variation
in employment assuming that the trajectory of the two re-
gions was the same as that of Spain. %W

3 Under Law 7/1983, of 6 October, the regional go{/e}nment
created a Coordination Committee of these representa-
tives (later on known as the CREP), with an advisory com-
mittee dependent on the Government’s presidency.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at Cambridge Journal of
Regions, Economy and Society online.
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