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1 Introduction 

The literature on competitiveness, growth and renewal of regional economies has focused extensively on 

agglomerations in the form of districts, clusters, milieus etc, and the external effects that arise in dense 

regions, either in the form of Jacobian urbanization economies or MAR localization economies (Caragliu, 

de Dominicis, and de Groot 2016; Henderson 2003; Neffke et al. 2011). A phenomenon that is related to 

the more general agglomeration theory, and that has gotten intermittent attention over the last 20 years, is 

the concept of anchor firms. The ‘anchor hypothesis’ builds on the idea that certain large organizations fill 

a particularly important role insofar as they anchor industries and sectors in regions by means of different 

types of externalities (Agrawal and Cockburn 2003). The positive effects of one large anchor organization 

are argued to outweigh the overall effect of many smaller organizations, which would otherwise be 

comparable in size when summed  (Feldman 2003; Delgado, Porter, and Stern 2010).  

The anchor hypothesis is based on the contention that anchors generate positive effects to other firms in the 

region. These effects are related to knowledge, such as translation of general-purpose technologies and basic 

research (Feldman 2003; Agrawal and Cockburn 2003) as well as creating knowledge externalities (Niosi 

and Zhegu 2005; Feldman 2003; Niosi and Zhegu 2010) and knowledge linkages through distantiated 

pipelines (Lorenzen and Mudambi 2012); to the labour market, such as labour pooling (attracting labour, 

regional skill upgrading, etc) (Spigel and Vinodrai 2021) and skilled workforce attraction; to demand, such 

as thickening of markets and stimulating demand (Agrawal and Cockburn 2003); to entrepreneurship, such 

as pooling of entrepreneurial activity (e.g. spinoffs) (Colombelli, Paolucci, and Ughetto 2019; Klepper 

2007); and to the creation of legitimacy and signalling effects (Crescenzi, Dyèvre, and Neffke 2022). 

However, while the concept of regional anchors has been widely adopted and used within regional studies 

and economic geography, there is a lack of systematic empirical evidence backing up the, sometimes 

implicit, hypothesised effects of anchors on other regional firms. Empirical investigation into the 

phenomenon of regional anchors and their effects on local firms and ecosystems has been dominated by 

idiographic research approaches. Most studies of regional anchors are case studies (quantitative or 

qualitative) of particular regions (Niosi and Zhegu 2005, 2010; Dimos, Fai, and Tomlinson 2021; Baglieri, 

Cinici, and Mangematin 2012; Assimakopoulos et al. 2022) or sectors (Feldman 2003; Agrawal and 
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Cockburn 2003). While idiographic research of anchor firms and regions, carefully sampled to illustrate 

and extend the understanding of anchors and their impact, is important for theory development, so far 

missing in the literature on anchors are empirical investigations into the phenomenon in a broader set of 

instances and thereby generalizing the concept beyond selected ´ideal cases´. 

The aim of this paper is to develop a methodology for identifying, tracing, and analysing the effect of 

regional anchors on local firms in an economy-wide setting. In implementing a suitable empirical strategy, 

the most pressing concern is the reliable empirical identification of anchors – a problem, which is less 

challenging in idiographic case-based research, where researchers deal with a small number of potential 

anchors and can rely on extensive case-specific qualitative background knowledge.  

Anchor firm identification enables both mapping of anchors and investigating the effects of anchors on 

local firms. This paper is thus a first attempt to identify empirically regional anchors and their effects on 

other firms in the region using large scale register data. To do this, we use the Serrano database, which 

provides annual information on key economic indicators for the population of Swedish firms. Based on this 

data, we identify regional anchors by means of a stepwise expert-informed machine learning approach. This 

enables us to carry out semi-automatic broad-based identification of anchor firms in Swedish regions. We 

then investigate effects of the existence of anchor(s) in a region on the productivity of other firms in the 

same region as well as the extent to which these effects vary between different types of regional 

characteristics and inter-regional spillovers. The analysis is based on the scale-effects logic that is inherent 

in the anchor hypothesis. Therefore, we also analyse if effects are greater when multiple anchors are present 

and if there are differences in effects between economically strong versus weak regions.  

2 Theoretical background 

In economic geography, the anchor hypothesis emerged in the early 2000s when Agrawal and Cockburn 

(2003) and Feldman  (2003) adopted the concept from real-estate research and more specifically studies of 

the effects of anchor-tenant loss in shopping centres (Gatzlaff, Sirmans, and Diskin 1994). When applied 

to economic geography and regional studies, the anchor hypothesis pivots on the idea of a disproportional 

importance of a large organization for regional dynamics and competitiveness. The effect of anchors is 
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particularly stressed in terms of the anchoring of an industry in a regional context, i.e. as the hub around 

which a new industry or sector emerges and becomes established in a region (Markusen 1996). The 

anchoring of an industry is considered central to the formation of clusters (Dimos, Fai, and Tomlinson 

2021; Feldman 2003; Assimakopoulos et al. 2022), regional innovation systems (Agrawal and Cockburn 

2003; Niosi and Zhegu 2010; Karlsen 2013; Lawton Smith, Bagchi-Sen, and Edmunds 2016) and regional 

ecosystems (Spigel and Vinodrai 2021; Colombelli, Paolucci, and Ughetto 2019). Others have related the 

presence of anchor organizations to the evolution of regional industries and districts (Belussi and Sedita 

2009). Similarly, others have discussed the process and dynamics of anchoring extra-regional resources as 

part of new path creation (Binz, Truffer, and Coenen 2016; MacKinnon et al. 2019). This perspective on 

anchoring, which is often adopted in the literature on local production systems, is somewhat different from 

that on regional anchor tenants developed by Feldman (2003) and Agrawal and Cockburn (2003). De 

Propris and Crevoisier (2011) describe this alternative perspective on anchoring as related to the locally 

embedded nature of tacit knowledge and learning, emphasizing the mix of local and multi-local networks 

of firms in production systems.  

Anchor firms are considered to have a special position in regional industrial structures, superseding the 

pure size-effects of a large firm or the agglomeration economies of industrial clusters writ large. They are 

seen as central actors that stimulate economic growth, technological change, and innovation in the region, 

and that are the hubs around which different organizations gather (Colombelli, Paolucci, and Ughetto 2019). 

The contention is that a large firm is better for developing and anchoring a local industry than an equivalent 

number of people and resources active in a cohort of small firms (Feldman 2003; Delgado, Porter, and Stern 

2010) since an anchor both creates and captures externalities that benefit other (smaller) actors in the region.  

Several such anchor-specific externalities have been identified in the literature. First, the thickening of 

markets and stimulation of demand enhance the viability of smaller firms by creating demand for 

specialized inputs (Agrawal and Cockburn 2003). Second, anchor firms contribute disproportionally both 

to labour pooling in general and pooling of entrepreneurial activity in particular. The latter refers primarily 

to spin offs from the anchor firms (cf. Klepper 2007; Feldman 2003; Niosi and Zhegu 2005; Colombelli, 

Paolucci, and Ughetto 2019). In acting as ‘magnets’ for attracting highly skilled workers they contribute 

disproportionally to skill upgrading in the local labour market and ecosystem, even after the anchor itself 
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exit (Spigel and Vinodrai 2021). Third, regional anchors further enhance the viability of local actors by 

creating knowledge externalities that increase the absorptive capacity and innovativeness of firms (Niosi 

and Zhegu 2010; Agrawal and Cockburn 2003). Fourth, anchor firms enable more rapid translation of 

general-purpose technologies and basic research developed at universities, to the benefit of other local 

actors (Feldman 2003; Agrawal and Cockburn 2003). Lastly, large anchor organizations create legitimacy 

and signalling effects that benefit smaller firms in the region, for example that adequate knowledge 

resources are present (Crescenzi, Dyèvre, and Neffke 2022), or facilitate value chain linkages by acting as 

first or reference customer for smaller firms as well as conduits for global pipeline formation to a region 

(Lorenzen and Mudambi 2012).  

Indeed, a few quantitative studies provide some evidence of the anchor-tenant hypothesis. Agrawal and 

Cockburn (2003) tested the anchor hypothesis using patent and publication data within three narrow 

technology areas in electrical engineering in US and Canadian metropolitan areas. They find that industrial 

R&D (patents) collocate with university research (journal papers) and that this effect is strongly mediated 

(up to three times higher) by the presence of an anchor tenant firm in the local economy. Niosi and Zhegu 

(2010) investigate the role of the anchor tenants in the creation and development of US aircraft clusters. 

They present a longitudinal analysis of the role of regional anchors, combining qualitative and quantitative 

analysis. One interesting finding is that the propensity to patent in an aircraft cluster is positively related to 

the number of its anchor firms (p.275) leading the authors to conclude that a multi-anchor cluster performs 

better than the regions depending only on a single anchor firm. Finally, in a recent paper on multinationals 

as innovation catalysts, Crescenzi et al. (2022) find that foreign MNEs’ R&D activities in a region attract 

further MNEs who in turn raise local innovation rates. 

Thus, while these results indicate indeed overall positive effects, the underlying studies have important 

limitations. First, although quantitative, the studies are still focused on rather narrow settings, often related 

to high-tech sectors. This makes generalizations beyond specific ideal cases difficult. Second, the definition 

of anchors in these studies is usually based on either simple or ad-considerations. While the  least common 

denominator in existing definitions of anchors is ‘a large locally present firm’ (Feldman 2003; Niosi and 

Zhegu 2005), the size characteristic is often coupled with other additional characteristics that are based on 

the empirical focus of a particular study. Following up on the focus on high-tech settings, for example 
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Agrawal and Cockburn (2003) in their study of the role of anchors for utilization of university research and 

knowledge in narrow fields define anchor tenants as “a large, locally present firm that is: (1) heavily 

engaged in R&D in general and (2) has at least minor absorptive capacity in a particular technological area, 

such as medical imaging” (p.1229). In the setting of the aerospace industry, Niosi and Zhegu (2010 p.266) 

build on Agrawal and Cockburn when defining the anchor tenant as “…a large innovating organisation in 

a high technology cluster which contributes to the enhancement of the advantages of co-location by 

generating an important volume of knowledge spillovers through its own activities and by attracting other 

organisations to the same location.” While a definition picking specifically up on the knowledge dimension 

may seem intuitive in high-tech sectors, this choice may be less obvious in low-tech settings. Nonetheless, 

even here anchors may play an important role. In fact, the anchor-tenant hypothesis originating from real 

estate research reflects a low-tech rather than high-tech setting. 

We argue that deriving more generalizable findings both on the effects of anchors and their appropriate 

definitions is also an empirical one, which must be based o analyses covering a broader set of sectors than 

merely narrowly defined sector and/or region-specific settings. This paper seeks to fill this gap in the 

literature by proposing and implementing a mass-quantitative methodology combining expert knowledge 

with a machine-learning approach, which allows for an expert-informed way to semiautomatically identify 

the population of anchor firms in the Swedish economy for the years 2007-2019. By doing so, we can go 

beyond rather narrow settings when analysing the economic effects of anchor firms on local dependent 

firms. 

 

2.1 Potential effects of regional anchors 

The literature posits that anchor firms create externalities that have a positive impact on other firms in the 

same region. These anchor effects accrue from agglomeration externalities but are enhanced by large firm 

dynamics. Such effects include labour pooling effects, i.e. effects from access to a larger pool of individuals 

with relevant skills (Feldman 2003; Niosi and Zhegu 2005). While labour pooling externalities are a result 

of agglomerations in general (Eriksson and Lindgren 2009; Boschma, Eriksson, and Lindgren 2014; 

Grillitsch and Nilsson 2017), the presence of a large firm enhances the effect as large organizations tend to 
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offer higher variety of skills and on-the-job-training. Labor pooling effects also entail a degree of 

knowledge spillovers as labour mobility of skilled individuals between organizations is a conduit of 

knowledge spillovers (Breschi and Lissoni 2009; Maliranta, Mohnen, and Rouvinen 2009). The knowledge 

and information that spills over from an anchor is arguably more varied and advanced than that held in 

smaller local firms. This is partly an effect of large firms having more research and development resources 

and thus develop more sophisticated knowledge within a broader array of fields, but also because large 

firms (and particularly MNEs) have more professional sales and marketing expertise that can benefit 

smaller firms. Both Angeli et al. (2013) and Alsleben (2005) find that larger firms and MNEs with more 

sophisticated and refined knowledge in-house experience greater knowledge leakage to smaller firms when 

collocated.  

In addition to labour market dynamics, anchors may also create greater pooling of entrepreneurial activities, 

in particular through corporate spinoffs but also from greater demand for specialized input products 

demanded by large organizations (Colombelli, Paolucci, and Ughetto 2019; Klepper 2007). These spinoffs 

and startups may also benefit from the fact that large anchor firms are better at translating general-purpose 

technologies and basic research into knowledge that is closer to market-relevant solutions (Feldman 2003; 

Agrawal and Cockburn 2003).  

Lastly, regional anchors may also create demand-side effects by thickening of markets and stimulating 

demand for input products and services. This contributes to spinoff formation but also creates a market for 

local firms, allowing them to find relatively stable product niches (Agrawal and Cockburn 2003), and may 

engage anchors in local user innovation networks (Feldman 2003). In addition to the pure market effects, 

anchor organizations may create legitimacy for local firms, for example by acting as first- or reference 

customer to smaller firms (Crescenzi, Dyèvre, and Neffke 2022). We conclude with our baseline hypothesis 

H1. 

 

H1: The presence of anchors has a positive effect on labour productivity of other firms in the region. 
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While H1 expresses our key expectation that an increasing local presence of anchors leads to productivity 

effects in local firms, the sectoral belonging of the anchors may play an important role. The literature on 

agglomerations and clusters in economic geography suggests that it matters whether multiple anchor firms 

are present in the same or in different sectors/industries in the region. Moreover, the debate on whether the 

effect from spatial concentration is greater among similar or diverse economic actors is one of the most 

longstanding in economic geography (Marshall 1920; Jacobs 1969; Audretsch and Feldman 1996; Boschma 

and Frenken 2006; Caragliu, de Dominicis, and de Groot 2016; Bathelt and Storper 2023; Glaeser et al. 

1992; Neffke, Henning, and Boschma 2011). Following the notion of Jacobs’ urbanization externalities, 

the effect of anchors should be greater if the anchors comprise different knowledge and skillsets, i.e. belong 

to different industries. However, given the nature of anchor-specific externalities suggested in the literature 

(see previous section), similarity in knowledge and competence may generate stronger externalities and a 

higher effect of multiple anchors if they belong to the same industry (c.f. MAR-externalities). The existence 

of multiple anchors in the same industry may strengthen direct or indirect interaction between anchors and 

dependent firms, leading to mutually reenforcing cluster effects in line with the standard micro foundations 

of agglomeration dynamics (i.e. sharing, matching and learning) (Duranton and Puga 2004). 

 

H2: The effect of anchors is greater if there are multiple anchor firms within the same sector present 

in the region. 

 

Given the fact that anchor effects are attributable to agglomeration externalities, the question of scale is 

instrumental for the analysis. In the context of industrial dynamics, it is therefore relevant to investigate 

whether the economic scale of the region influences the size of the effects. I.e., whether anchors benefit 

firms in economically small and weak (often equivalent with peripheral) or large and strong (often 

equivalent with core) regions the most. This is most readily measured in terms of regional GDP.  

Firstly, an anchor firm can be assumed to be of greater relative importance in economically weaker regions 

the presence of than in large and strong regions. Secondly, research on agglomeration effects in different 

regions point to differences in some of the key mechanisms underlying anchor effects discussed above. 
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Notably, firms in small and weak regions tend to lack access to agglomeration externalities such as labour 

pooling and knowledge spillovers from the local environment (Eder 2019; Grillitsch and Nilsson 2017). In 

addition to being smaller in absolute economic size, small regions are typically characterized by a lower 

degree of knowledge intensity and spillovers than large core regions. The combination of resource and 

knowledge scarcity in small non-core regions would suggest that the effects of anchors are greater for firms 

in small peripheral regions than in core regions where other agglomeration economies are more readily 

available. This is amplified by the fact that firms in small knowledge sparse regions tend to collaborate 

more than firms in knowledge clusters (Grillitsch and Nilsson 2015).  

 

H3: The effect of anchors is greater in economically weaker regions. 

3 Data and methodology 

3.1 Databases 

The data used in this paper comes from the Serrano-database provided by Dun & Bradstreet. Serrano 

provides population panel data on Swedish firms including information on detailed accounting statistics 

such as revenues, assets, debts, investments as well as basic employment statistics, information about 

sectoral affiliations and regional localization. Serrano is non-anonymized, which allows identifying firms 

by name. Firm identification is instrumental for the anchor identification strategy described below. To 

assign firms to specific regions, we rely on the Swedish labour market classification from 2018 together 

with accompanying shapefiles provided by the Swedish Statistical Office (SCB). Further regional 

information including data population, population density and GDP per capita was added at the level of 

Swedish provinces ("län"). After removing firms with zero employees, no capital input, and zero turnover, 

final firm-level database covered the period 2007-2019 with 215,642 firms and of up 1,343,990 firm-year 

observations in the final regressions. 
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3.2 Methodology 

 

3.2.1 Identifying regional anchors 

The identification of regional anchors followed a stepwise semi-automatic expert-informed supervised 

machine learning approach. In a first step, for the most recent year of data a subsample of firms as a priori 

reasonable candidates for being anchors was drawn. Adopting the basic definition of an anchor firm as a 

large locally present firm, only firms with at least 100 employees in 2019 were considered as anchor 

candidates. A further sector restriction was employed where only firms in NACE sector 5-33, 55-66, 69-75 

and 79 where included.1 These restrictions resulted in approximately 2000 Swedish firms in 2019. Out of 

these 2000 firms, a random sample of 300 firms was chosen for manual coding. These were then 

independently coded manually as anchor or non-anchor firms by two of the authors. To prevent biasing the 

coders based on the selective provision of quantitative firm characteristics no information beyond the name 

of the company and the regional belonging was provided to the coders. The coders then relied on a 

systematic review of qualitative information available online (company websites, grey literature, academic 

literature) for making their assessment. After each of the two coders independently finished the coding task, 

they convened and compared their results, demonstrating a very high inter-coder reliability. Remaining 

cases of disagreement in the coding were revisited and a final agreement on the coding was made. The 

finally agreed list was considered the "gold-standard" forming the basis of the machine-learning based 

coding of all other Swedish firms for all years 2007-2019. 

To conduct the automatic classification, a tree-based ensemble method using gradient boosting was used. 

Classification-tree methods represent automatic classification procedures, where units are classified into 

specific outcomes ("leaves") according to optimally generated data-based decision rules. The decision-rules 

are chosen so that in each leaf, the units are as similar as possible and across leaves, they are dissimilar. 

While classification trees are relatively flexible in terms of data adaptation, they often overfit in the sense 

of mistaking noise for relevant classifying information. Thus, classification trees often create very high fits 

                                                                 

1 We exclude sectors such as agriculture, forestry and fishery; administrative and support services and public administration from 
our sample.  
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on the gold-standard data but perform poorly on new datasets. A way to deal with such overfitting problems 

is to rely on ensemble methods, where not only one tree but instead a multitude of trees is generated, that 

are in final model-averaged ("voting", i.e. each tree issues a result and the majority decision is computed 

based on the "votes" of all trees). Ada-boosting is a specific instance of such an ensemble method, where 

in each run, the algorithm puts an extra penalty on units wrongly classified in the preceding run. By this 

procedure, the algorithm is forced to learn also about rare or unusual units, whose informational content 

would in non-boosted ensemble methods be ignored in favour of achieving high fit on the gold-standard 

data. In many cases, boosting can significantly reduce issues of overfitting (Schapire 2013). 

To ensure acceptable out-of-sample performance, we split our 300 manually classified firms into a training 

and a test sample. The supervised learning then took place only on the training data, while the final 

performance evaluation was done on the test data. While the general procedure is relatively simple, 

ensemble methods entail a substantial number of tuning factors, on which a priori guidance is limited but 

which can still affect the results substantially in particular if gold-standard samples are limited in size. The 

decisions include the tree-depth, the number of rounds (i.e. the number of consecutively boosted trees), the 

considered variables used for classifications (often referred to as features) and the relative size of training 

and test samples. These decisions are difficult to make on theoretical grounds but usually require extensive 

experimentation with different specifications. In our case, the results were very robust to the number of 

boosting rounds. We finally settled on 100. The tree depth did not appear to matter as long as it remained 

below 3. In adaptive boosting procedures, this is indeed expected because overly complex trees tend to 

overfit. We eventually achieved the best results with a tree-depth of 2. As concerns the size of the training 

sample, usual recommendations are between 60%-80% (Ramasubramanian and Singh 2018). Rerunning 

the algorithm for these shares, we achieved best performance for a split at 73% implying a that 219 firms 

were randomly chosen for the training sample and the remaining 81 constituted the test sample. 

The most complex decision in each model adaptation however concerns the choice of the features. In line 

with the literature identifying anchors as large firms, a natural feature is the size of the firm. However, an 

algorithm only based on firm size performed quite poorly even under optimized choices of the other 

parameters, leading only to 18.75% reduction in the baseline error rate, which displayed p-value of 0.25. 

This indicated that this algorithm based on size only did not lead to a significant reduction in baseline error 
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resulting from the naive guess that all firms belong to the most frequent category (no anchor). Indeed, also 

the recall of this algorithm, i.e. the share of correctly identified anchors, was 17.6% which is very low.2 An 

interesting result is therefore that identifying firms as anchors only in terms of their absolute size did not 

appear to capture a significant share of the variation in the expert judgement of what anchors were. This 

also implies that the expert knowledge of the coding team did not implicitly or explicitly collapse the 

identification to be based only on employee numbers. 

The fact that simple employee numbers did not adequately capture expert judgement is interesting. 

However, it also required us to investigate more features provided by the data to capture less salient 

characteristics. We experimented in-depth with the data and eventually converged at the conclusion that an 

additional highly relevant feature is the relative size of the firm as compared to the same sector in the same 

region. While only this feature in isolation did neither provide a satisfactory classification (error rate 

reduction: 12.5%, pval=0.34, recall: 4%), the two features size and relative size in combination formed the 

bases for a substantially better classification model. The results for this model are summarized in Table 1. 

 

TABLE 1: ADAPTIVE BOOSTING MODEL EVALUATION FOR TRAINING AND TEST DATA BASED ON 

ABSOLUTE FIRM SIZE AND FIRM SIZE RELATIVE TO SECTOR IN THE REGION 

    Training data Test data 

    Actual 

    0 1 0 1 

Prediction 

0 87.67% 0.00% 77.77% 7.40% 

1 0.00% 12.32% 2.46% 12.34% 

Precision   100.00%   90.14%   

Recall   100.00%   62.51%   

Baseline error   19.75%       

Error rate red.   49.97%       

p-val.   0.0139       

 

 

                                                                 
2 The recall of the naive guess is of course 0%, because naive guessing implies that all firms are considered as not an 

anchor. 
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As very often the case, even using adaptive boosting the algorithm shows some features of overfitting, 

because in the test data, we achieved a precision and recall of 100%. I.e., we correctly classify all 

observations. The interesting results therefore concern the question how good the algorithm perform on the 

new test data. Here we see that the overall precision is 90.14% (as compared to a precision of 

80.25%:=100%-baseline error) that would result from a naive guess. This corresponds to an error rate 

reduction of 49.97%, which constitutes results in a significant p-value of 1.39%. Even more interesting is 

probably the recall of 62.51%, which indicates that of all anchors present in the test dataset we are able 

classify almost two thirds correctly (only firm size or only relative firm size: 4%; naive guess: 0%). Thus, 

while the expert judgement obviously contains aspects other than size and relative size (including 

potentially subjective biases or random classification error), our still quite simple algorithm is indeed able 

to recover a quite high share of the variation.  

Based on this finally validated model, we applied this algorithm to the complete Swedish sample of firms 

for all years 2007-2019. 

 

3.2.2 Identifying of the effects of anchor presence on firm productivity in H1 

After all anchor firms were semi-automatically identified, we test for the effects of the presence of anchors 

on other firms in the same region. To achieve that, we created a variable counting the number of regional 

anchors present in the region of each firm in the Serrano database. The baseline model to test the 

productivity effects of regional anchors can be generically represented by the following log-log-equation, 

which can be thought of as structurally resulting from Cobb-Douglas production function which is divided 

by labour to turn it into a productivity equation and then logged: 

log(𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑡𝑦 ) = γ ∙ log(reganchors ) + log (𝑥 )𝛽 + log (𝑧 )𝜃 + 𝑑 𝜗 + 𝑢 + 𝑒   (1) 

Here, 𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑡𝑦  is firm-level labour productivity, reganchors  refers to the number of anchors in the 

i-firm region, 𝑥  is a vector of firm-level control variables, 𝑧  a vector of regional controls, 𝑑  are a vector 

of time dummies, 𝑢  is a firm-specific fixed effects covering remaining time-invariant unobserved 

heterogeneity and 𝑒  is a random idiosyncratic error term. This model can be consistently estimated from 
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a random using a two-way fixed effects panel data estimator, where the main interest is in the identification 

of the parameter γ. 

As firm-level control variables 𝑥  , we chose the capital intensity as a measure of capital use, the number 

of employees as the measure of firm size, and R&D intensity as a measure of innovation input. To control 

for regional characteristics, we use the size of the region in terms of populations as well as the GDP per 

capita to capture regional economic strength. All control variables were logarithmized turning Eq. (1) into 

a full log-log specification implying that all coefficients can be interpreted as elasticities.  

The moderation-effects as hypothesized in H2 and H3 were tested by including appropriate moderating 

factors as interaction terms. To proxy the hypothesized moderations in H3, that the effect of anchors is 

greater in economically weaker regions, we measure regional strength in terms of GDP per capita. We also 

use GDP in levels as a robustness check. As concerns the sectoral breadth of anchors, we calculate a variable 

that counts the number of different sectors to which the anchor firms spread out in the region relative to the 

total overall number of anchors in the region. 

4 Results 

 

4.1 Descriptive results 

Table Table 22 shows the number of anchors over time and by sector. Overall, the adaptive boosting 

algorithm identified between 125 and 162 anchors depending on the year. The number of anchors identified 

change slightly from year to year, indicating some level of random classification error. This is expected as 

the algorithm shows good though not perfect performance. The number of anchors is reasonable given 

intuitive expectations about the core role anchors should have in a regional economic system. 

Notwithstanding these fluctuations there appears to be a slightly decreasing trend after 2012, where the 

number peaked (162). It was lowest in 2018 (125) and slightly recovered in 2019 (137), though still not 

reaching the same level as in the six years of the observation period. As concerns the sectoral distribution, 

the anchors cluster in industrial goods followed by materials – both of which are manufacturing sectors. A 

few service sectors, including IT & electronics, Telecom & media as well as corporate services also have 
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some anchors. Interesting is the observation that while the service sector anchors did not display an obvious 

trend over time, the overall loss of anchors appears to largely due to declining numbers in Industrial goods, 

which fell from 67 in 2007 to 54 in 2019. This largely goes in line with trends of deindustrialization in the 

Swedish economy.  

TABLE 2: ANCHORS BY SECTOR OVER TIME 

  
200
7 

200
8 

200
9 

201
0 

201
1 

201
2 

201
3 

201
4 

201
5 

201
6 

201
7 

201
8 

201
9 

Energy & 
environment 0 2 2 0 2 2 2 1 2 1 1 1 2 

Materials 28 32 30 34 33 35 29 33 29 30 31 24 30 

Industrial goods 67 72 64 56 61 54 52 57 48 49 46 45 54 

Construction 
industry 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Shopping goods 6 4 4 6 8 7 8 8 9 6 6 6 4 

Convenience goods 7 9 10 12 11 14 10 9 11 8 11 10 10 

Health & education 7 7 7 5 7 10 5 5 6 1 4 2 3 

Finance & rela estate 5 2 3 5 5 9 7 6 7 5 5 6 5 

It & electronics 10 12 11 9 11 12 7 11 9 10 9 15 10 

Telecom & media 13 9 11 9 11 11 9 8 10 10 8 6 8 

Corporate services 7 6 8 9 8 7 8 6 9 6 8 7 9 

Other 1 3 2 1 1 1 1 2 3 2 2 3 2 

Total 151 158 152 146 158 162 138 146 143 128 131 125 137 

 

 

Figure 1 shows the geographical distribution of anchors in Swedish regions. As expected, anchor firms 

concentrate strongly in the larger regions, where the highest number of anchors are located in Stockholm 

(including Uppsala) followed by Gothenburg and then Malmö. In the North, there are many labour market 

regions without any firms classified as anchors, though the regions located at the coasts, such as Luleå or 

Skellefteå have some. Beyond the three urban centres in the Southern and Middle Sweden, there are also 

few regions located in the triangle spanned by the three centres having an average intermediate number of 

anchor firms. In 2019, this included for example Västerås, Örebro and Jönkoping. Overall, the regional 

distribution remained relatively stable when compared over time. 
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Figure 1: Regional distribution of anchors (labour market regions 2018) 

 
 

 

 

In Table Table 33, we summarize major descriptive statistics for the firm-level sample used in the regression 

models. Since the dataset represents, except for limited item-missing, a population dataset of the Swedish 

economy, the large majority of all firms is relatively small (average 10 employees, median 2). Nonetheless, 

the sample also includes very large firms with several tens of thousands of employees. Hence, one aspect 

of the data is that it is very heterogeneous necessitating actively dealing with unobserved heterogeneity. A 

final point of observation is that the correlations between the firm level variables are mostly relatively low. 

The regional variables, including the number of anchors, are instead highly positively correlated. An 

exception is the negative correlation between the number of anchors sectoral breadth of the anchors. This 

negative association indicates that if more anchors are present in a region they tend to cluster in the same 

sector.  
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Table 3: Descriptive statistics for the firm-level dataset 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1 Labour productivity 1343993 1309.135 66956.299 1.000 0.005 0.002 0.035 0.002 0.004 0.004 0.005 -0.001 

2 #regional anchors 1343990 16.094 11.756 0.005 1.000 -0.004 0.012 0.005 0.643 0.736 0.777 -0.209 

3 #employees 1343993 10.476 126.427 0.002 -0.004 1.000 -0.001 0.000 -0.005 -0.002 -0.003 0.005 

4 Capital intensity 1343993 2768.163 84768.552 0.035 0.012 -0.001 1.000 0.002 0.015 0.014 0.015 0.000 

5 R&D intensity 1343993 11.001 235.639 0.002 0.005 0.000 0.002 1.000 0.006 0.005 0.004 -0.002 

6 Regional GDP per capita (tho. SEK) 1343993 403.591 105.283 0.004 0.643 -0.005 0.015 0.006 1.000 0.801 0.902 -0.073 

7 Regional population 1343993 1117916 678180.63 0.004 0.736 -0.002 0.014 0.005 0.801 1.000 0.854 -0.111 

8 Regional population density 1343993 132.352 112.224 0.005 0.777 -0.003 0.015 0.004 0.902 0.854 1.000 -0.135 

9 Sect. breadth regional anchors 1343990 0.375 0.154 -0.001 -0.209 0.005 0.000 -0.002 -0.073 -0.111 -0.135 1.000 
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4.2 The Baseline Result 

In this section, we present the results concerning the hypotheses introduced in Section 2.2. The results for 

the baseline hypothesis H1 can be found in Table Table 44, where we estimate several variants of the model 

as checks of robustness. The first column most closely reflects the specification in Eq. (1). The second 

column, instead of using the logged productivity as the explained variable, uses the logged growth factor. 

The third and fourth column repeat the same regressions but additionally allow for time lags in the anchor-

variable. The models show a significant effect of the regional anchors both on logged productivity and 

productivity growth. The inclusion of time lags does not seem to change this conclusion: in the productivity 

regression the lags are insignificant. In the growth regression, the second time lag becomes positively 

significant. In terms of size of the effects, our results indicate that an increase of the number of regional 

anchors leads to an increase in productivity by 0.01% (Columns 1 and 3). This effect may seem small. 

However, it is highly significant at the macro-economic level because anchor firms affect all firms in the 

region. For instance, for a smaller region with 1 anchor an additional anchor would implying a doubling 

and would increase the productivity of all firms in the region by 1%. When looking at the growth regressions 

in Columns 2 and 4, the elasticity of the productivity growth factor with respect to regional anchors is 0.03. 

Thus, a doubling of anchors in a region implies a 3%-increase in the growth factor. Alternatively, exploiting 

log (1 + 𝑥) ≈ 𝑥, a doubling of the number of anchors implies in increase in the productivity growth rate of 

3 percentage points of all firms in the region. Thus, overall, our results show that there is a robust and 

positive and substantial productivity effect of anchors on other firms in the region. This corroborates H1. 

Table 4: The effects of anchors on productivity and productivity growth (fixed effects regressions) 

  Log 
productivity 

Log 
productivity 
growth factor 

Log 
productivity 

Log 
productivity 
growth factor 

Log regional anchors 0.01 *** 0.03 *** 0.01 **  0.03 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.01)    (0.00)    (0.01)    

L1.Log regional 
anchors 

                0.00 0.02 *** 

                  (0.00)    (0.00)    

L2.Log regional 
anchors 

                0.00 0.00 
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                  (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log employees 0.23 *** -0.25 *** 0.23 *** -0.25 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log capital intensity 0.07 *** -0.01 *** 0.07 *** -0.01 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log R&D intensity -0.02 *** 0.02 *** -0.02 *** 0.02 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log regional GDP p.c. 0.18 *** -0.74 *** 0.18 *** -0.74 *** 

  (0.02)    (0.03)    (0.02)    (0.03)    

Log regional 
population 

-0.03 *** 0.06 *** -0.03 *** 0.06 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log population density 0.03 *** 0.08 *** 0.03 *** 0.08 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log sector breadth 
anchors 

-0.04 *** -0.07 *** -0.04 *** -0.08 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.02)    (0.01)    (0.02)    

Time dummies YES YES YES YES 

N 1343990 1330670 1343986 1330667 

R2 0.03 0.13 0.03 0.13 

standard errors in parantheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

 

4.3 Testing the moderation effects 

Turning to H2, we hypothesized that effects are larger if the anchors concentrate in the same sector because 

of mutually reenforcing cluster effects. Moreover, in H3 we hypothesize that the positive effect of anchor 

firms is greater in economically weaker regions, partly because anchors are of greater relative importance 

for the regional economy and benefit less from agglomeration externalities. The results for the two 

hypotheses are presented in Table 5 (productivity) and Table Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht 

gefunden werden.6 (productivity growth). Overall, we see both hypotheses corroborated irrespective of 

whether we use the productivity or the growth specification. Specifically, focusing on the productivity 

models in Table 5Table , we see that the coefficients for the GDP-interaction is significantly negative both 

in Columns 1 and 3 (b=-0.05, pval<0.001). Likewise negative is the interaction term for sector breadth (b=-
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0.06, pval<0.001). In addition, the linear baseline terms remain significantly corroborating again H1 that 

there is positive effect of anchors.3 As a robustness check, we also ran these regressions for the GDP in 

levels instead of the per capita values without seeing qualitatively different results. 

 

Table 5: The effects of anchors on productivity as a function of regional GDP per capita and sector breadth 
of anchors (fixed effects regressions) 

  Log 
productivity 

Log 
productivity 

Log 
productivity 

Log regional anchors 0.30 *** 0.02 *** 0.29 *** 

  (0.04)    (0.00)    (0.04)    

(Log regional anchors)*(Log regional GDP p.c.) -0.05 ***         -0.05 *** 

  (0.01)            (0.01)    

(Log regional anchors)*(Log sector breadth anchors)         -0.06 *** -0.06 *** 

          (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log employees 0.23 *** 0.23 *** 0.23 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log capital intensity 0.07 *** 0.07 *** 0.07 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log R&D intensity -0.02 *** -0.02 *** -0.02 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log regional GDP p.c. 0.30 *** 0.18 *** 0.30 *** 

  (0.02)    (0.02)    (0.02)    

Log regional population -0.04 *** -0.03 *** -0.03 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log population density 0.04 *** 0.03 *** 0.04 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log sector breadth anchors         0.03 *   0.02 

          (0.01)    (0.01)    

Time dummies YES YES YES 

N 1343990 1343990 1343990 

R2 0.03 0.03 0.03 

                                                                 

3 The inflation of the baseline coefficient in terms of size in the equations including log GDP per capita 
results from the fact that the minimum observed value is 4.4. Technically, our model could be used to 
make predictions also for very low GDP values approaching zero. However, this would imply a linear 
extrapolation of the model beyond the boundaries of the observed sample.  
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standard errors in parantheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

 

Table 6: The effects of anchors on productivity growth as a function of regional GDP per capita and sector 
breadth of anchors (fixed effects regressions) 

  Log 
productivity 
growth factor 

Log 
productivity 
growth factor 

Log 
productivity 
growth factor 

Log regional anchors 0.30 *** 0.05 *** 0.29 *** 

  (0.07)    (0.01)    (0.08)    

(Log regional anchors)*(Log regional GDP p.c.) -0.04 ***         -0.04 **  

  (0.01)            (0.01)    

(Log regional anchors)*(Log sector breadth anchors)         -0.08 *** -0.08 *** 

          (0.02)    (0.02)    

Log employees -0.25 *** -0.25 *** -0.25 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log capital intensity -0.01 *** -0.01 *** -0.01 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log R&D intensity 0.02 *** 0.02 *** 0.02 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log regional GDP p.c. -0.63 *** -0.74 *** -0.63 *** 

  (0.04)    (0.03)    (0.04)    

Log regional population 0.06 *** 0.06 *** 0.06 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log population density 0.09 *** 0.08 *** 0.09 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log sector breadth anchors         0.03 0.02 

          (0.03)    (0.03)    

Time dummies YES YES YES 

N 1330670 1330670 1330670 

R2 0.13 0.13 0.13 

standard errors in parantheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***p<0.001 
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We represent the marginal effects visually in Figure 2.4 Overall, we find that for low values of GDP per 

capita, the effects of anchors are positive but turn negative at approximate a logged GDP per capita of 5.8. 

For the sector breadth variable, the initially positive effect turns negative at log-value of 0.2. Since both 

values are well in the range of the observed sample, we can conclude that the effects of anchors are not 

only declining in sector breadth and GDP but are also turning negative. Thus, corroborating H2 and H3, 

our results show that whether anchors are benefitting or harming firms in the same region depends strongly 

on the context. This calls for a differentiated account of the role of anchors in the region. 

Figure 2: Marginal effects of anchors on productivity as a function of regional GDP per capita and sector 
breadth of anchors  

 

 

4.4 Regional spillovers 

Although our analysis is based on labour markets, i.e. functionally integrated regions, an important 

conceptual question concerns the role of inter-regional spillover effects of anchors. These effects can be 

expected to be non-negligible, because anchors are by definition large firms implying that their economic 

activities are unlikely to be fully regionalized. An important robustness check therefore concerns the 

question of whether the effects of anchors on productivity documented in Table 4 are indeed result of the 

                                                                 

4 The figures look very similar for the productivity growth model and these are therefore not reproduced. 
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local presence or the regional spillovers originating from anchors in other regions. To test for the relative 

importance of inter-regional spillovers, we created a variable counting the number of anchors in 

neighbouring regions for each firm and used it in an additional explanatory variable. The results can be 

found in Table Table 77. Indeed, we see that also anchor firms in neighbouring regions positively influence 

the firm level productivity (b=0.01, p<0.01) and productivity growth (b=0.01, p<0.01). The effects are in 

the case of productivity roughly of the same magnitude as those from anchors in the same region. They are 

smaller by a factor of three for productivity growth regression in the second column. A second important 

insight results from the observation that the coefficients on the regional anchors are of the same size as in 

the baseline regression. That indicates that the regionalized and the interregional effects exist independent 

of each other.  

Table 7: The effects of interregional spillover effects of anchors on productivity and productivity growth 
(fixed effects regressions) 

  Log productivity Log productivity 
growth factor 

Log regional anchors 0.01 *** 0.03 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.01)    

Spatial lag log regional anchors 0.01 **  0.01 **  

  (0.00)    (0.01)    

Log employees 0.23 *** -0.25 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log capital intensity 0.07 *** -0.01 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log R&D intensity -0.02 *** 0.02 *** 

  (0.00)    (0.00)    

Log regional GDP p.c. 0.17 *** -0.75 *** 

  (0.02)    (0.03)    

Log regional population -0.03 *** 0.06 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log population density 0.03 *** 0.07 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.01)    

Log sector breadth anchors -0.04 *** -0.07 *** 

  (0.01)    (0.02)    

Time dummies YES YES 
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N 1343990 1330670 

R2 0.03 0.13 

standard errors in parenthesis, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

 

5 Discussion and conclusions 

Moving beyond the typical focus on a particular industry or regional (innovation) system and focus on the 

entirety of the regional economy, as we have done in our study, provides results with deep implications for 

how to understand the effects of regional anchors. We developed a model for identifying anchor firms in 

registry data and thereby allowed for a broad analysis of how the presence of anchors affects other firms in 

regional economies.  In this section, we discuss the main results, the contributions to how we can understand 

the effects of anchor firms in regional economies, and the implications for economic geography. 

First, we find that there is a robust and positive effect of anchors on the productivity of other firms in the 

region. This is the first systematic empirical evidence of the general positive effect of anchors, applying a 

sophisticated anchor-identification strategy in order to move beyond sector focused case studies or smaller 

scale quantitative studies. This finding also highlights the importance of anchor firms on the regional 

economy as a whole by creating externalities relevant beyond their immediate industrial context. This 

points to an interesting aspect of MAR-externalities by suggesting that the positive externalities the anchors 

generate may extend to other regional industries. In other words, one reason for the mixed results of studies 

investigating the effects of specialized versus diverse agglomerations (Content and Frenken 2016) may be 

that they do not take into account the potential role of anchors in extending the positive effects of 

specialization to non-related industries in the region (see also Bathelt and Storper 2023). These claims 

remain to be tested empirically, but it could be that anchor firms amplify the positive effects of MAR-

externalities to the degree that specialization in and of itself is not enough, but that it requires mediation 

mechanisms such as anchor firms to have an influence on the wider regional economy. 

Second, the effect of anchors tends to be greater in economically smaller and weaker regions. This is in line 

with research on innovation in peripheral regions (Grillitsch and Nilsson 2015, 2017, 2019), and the role 
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of exogenous sources of knowledge and other resources (Trippl, Grillitsch, and Isaksen 2018; Binz, Truffer, 

and Coenen 2016), which highlights the importance of organizations with the capability to anchor non-

regional resources. However, our results show that the effect is not only declining with the size of the 

regional economy but turns negative in the largest regions. The study was set in the Swedish economy, 

where the relationship between industrial diversity and size of the regional economy is strong. In other 

words, our findings indicate that in regional economies characterized by urbanization externalities, the 

effect of regional anchors is declining, potentially turning even negative in the limit. This points to the fact 

that benefits from anchor firms on the regional economy is stronger when the industrial structure is more 

specialized, again pointing to the potential role of anchor firms in mediating the effects of MAR 

externalities on the wider regional economy. 

Third, the effect of anchors tends to be larger if there are (1) multiple anchors (2) and these are in the same 

sector, presumably due to reenforcing cluster effects. The extent to which anchor effects spill over to other 

industries declines rapidly. As with the size of the regional economy, the effect of additional anchors turns 

negative at high degrees of sector breadth. However, the effect on anchors on firms in other sectors is of 

the same magnitude as the effect on firms in the same sector. These are novel insights in relation to existing 

studies which would presume that more anchors in different sectors would have a stronger positive effect 

than several anchors in the same sector. This expectation comes from the idea that resource anchoring and 

labour pooling would diminish with more anchors in the same sector due to for example knowledge leakage 

(Mariotti, Piscitello, and Elia 2010; Grillitsch and Nilsson 2019), and that anchors counteract issues with 

fragmentation arising from having ‘too many’ industrial activities without critical mass in a region 

(Tödtling and Trippl 2005). Furthermore, it clearly points to the benefits of specialization externalities if 

there are anchors present in the region. Note from the previous paragraph that this is the case only in 

smaller regions. 

Fourth, anchors seem to have wider reach than their immediate functional labour market, with inter-regional 

spillovers happening across neighbouring regions. Our results show that neighbouring regions benefit 

almost equally from the presence of a regional anchor as the host region. We argue that the labour market 

regions used in our dataset are big enough so that this finding points to some interesting direction a 

discussion about the role of proximity (Boschma 2005) could take in the light of our study. Given our study 
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design, we are unable to say something with regards to whether non-geographic dimensions of proximity 

substitute geographical proximity (Rutten 2017; Boschma 2005) in our case, but there are currently no 

theoretical explanations that would account for the ‘medium distance’ extension of the positive effects of 

anchors on firms belonging to other sectors in neighbouring regions. This points to the need of 

complementing the present study with in-depth qualitative work to identify relevant factors and 

mechanisms through which anchor firms have an effect on dependent firms within and beyond their host 

region.  

Despite an attempt to achieve greater generalizability of the results, our approach has some limitations. 

First, although our approach relies on machine learning from large amounts of data, the results are still 

dependent on the expert knowledge initially fed in during the manual coding stage. Thereby, the machine 

learning algorithm picks up not only the coders’ expert knowledge but also their implicit biases. While we 

tried reducing such biases by striving for intercoder agreement based on in-depth discussions in the case of 

disagreement, it still means that the post-hoc quality of the classification exercise will crucially depend on 

the manual classification work. A way to further improve this process thus obviously would rely on the one 

hand on extending the gold standard dataset and on the other hand on increasing the number of coders.  

Second, in our study, we were explicitly aiming at the identification of the overall productivity effects of 

anchor firms in the Swedish economy. While we believe that we have made progress along this line, we 

simultaneously decided to ignore sector specific differences largely. An important implication of the finding 

that the employed machine learning algorithm singled out the size of the firm and relative size of the firm 

as the key dimensions to define anchors may reflect our abstraction from sector-specific differences. Like 

in the past literature, it may well be that in specific sectors, regions or contexts, the knowledge dimension 

does play a role. In that sense, our definition of anchors should not be seen as normatively true definitions 

but rather as definitions, which were empirically optimal in our specific setting aiming at a cross-industry 

general identification of productivity effects.  A subtle conclusion is that machine-learning approaches will 

certainly not free researchers from conceptually thinking about what precisely makes a firm an anchor. 

Rather, it is to be thought as a convenient tool that, based on conceptual considerations, can facilitate a 

classification task that would have probably been unfeasible relying on manual work alone. 
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