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Abstract

This paper aims to study the outcomes of the regional level place marketing projects, which contribute towards the fruition
of long-term place marketing or branding goals. It applies a theoretical framework based on institutional and social capital
theories. Hence, it highlights the role of networks, norms of behavior and values, and trust regarding the institutionalization
of regional place marketing activity. Two ERDF (European Structural Development Funding)-funded regional place market-
ing projects carried out in eastern Finland are explored. The empirical material consists of 23 semi-structured interviews
of steering group members of the projects and documentary data on the later developments of the place marketing activity
in the regions. The findings show that social capital generated during the projects contributed to the institutionalization of
place marketing activity by reinforcing the will to do place marketing together, forming information-sharing practices, and
expanding and strengthening stakeholder networks. Results indicate that social relations and structures that are formed during
the place marketing collaborations can extend the lifespan of regional place marketing activity beyond short-lived projects,

while there remains a need to develop this perspective into a measurable variable.

Keywords Social capital - Regional place marketing - Institutionalization - Inter-organizational collaboration

Introduction

A common way to implement place marketing or branding
activity in European regions is through European structural
fund (ERDF) projects. While these projects enable a strong
financial incentive to trigger place marketing activity in the
regions and engage local stakeholders, they have a limited
lifespan that does not conform with the long-term goals of
place marketing or branding such as improving the image
of a place or constructing a place brand. In this regard, an
important outcome of the project can be considered to be
whether the projects have been able to develop structures
and social relations that can sustain the place marketing
activity after the projects have finished.

Literature has covered extensively the impact of the place
marketing and branding activities on the places and target
groups, from the marketing performance perspective (Witte
and Braun 2015; Zenker and Braun 2015; Foroudi et al.
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2016; Rauhut and Rauhut Kompaniets 2020). However, out-
comes of the collaborative processes between participants
have not received enough attention, although recently the
interactive and communicative dimensions have gained more
traction (Stubbs and Warnaby 2015; Ripoll Gonzalez and
Lester 2018; Halme 2020). Regarding such outcomes, in
a recent study, Donner et al. (2017) mentioned that coop-
eration and network efficiency can be considered as a key
success in the context of regional branding. To expand this
argument and hence fill the gap in the literature, the purpose
of this paper is to study the outcomes of the collaborative
processes which can contribute towards the sustainability of
the place marketing activity.

Towards this end, the study applies a theoretical lens
drawn from the institutional and social capital theories.
Firstly, the institutional theory understands the sustainabil-
ity of the collaborative action through the concept of insti-
tutionalization, which in the context of this paper refers to
practices and rules, that become embedded in the interaction
between participants of the collaboration or have a broader
impact on the organizational field (Lawrence et al. 1999,
2002; Phillips et al. 2000). Secondly, the study applies the
social capital theory, which argues that institutionalization
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of the collaborative action is supported by the trust, norms
of behavior, and networks, which are engendered during
the collaboration (Innes et al. 1994; Wang and Xiang 2007;
Dhillon 2009). This paper builds on a study of two regional
level place marketing projects conducted in eastern Finland
between 2011 and 2014, focusing on the institutionalization
of place marketing activity through social capital building.
The research question of the study is: How does the social
capital engendered between participants of the place market-
ing projects lay foundations towards institutionalization of
place marketing activity?

The paper contributes to the place marketing literature
on the interactive and communicative aspects of stake-
holder collaboration. Likewise, it accentuates the relevance
of trust, networks, and norms of behavior which are engen-
dered during the collaboration by adopting the social capital
theory perspective. Furthermore, the study contributes to
the literature on the impact of place marketing and brand-
ing activities. It argues that social relations and structures,
which facilitate the institutionalization of place marketing
and branding practices, should be taken as a major variable
when evaluating the impact of the place marketing activity.
Finally, the study presents good practices that can be applied
to facilitate the institutionalization of the place marketing
activity beyond short-lived projects. Specifically, it identi-
fies the importance of strengthening the information-sharing
networks and practices, confidential relations and trust, and
the formation of contractual arrangements regarding fund-
ing and coordination of the place marketing activity. This
facilitates the emergence of autonomous local-level place
marketing practices, which are not dependent on external
funding solutions, such as ERDF. This is a highly relevant
matter in light of the global pandemic of 2020, which has
considerably lowered the possibilities of external funding
for local place marketing activities.

The study is structured as follows: In section “Theoretical
framework” relevant literature is reviewed. Section “Main
research approach” describes the main research approach
followed by methodological considerations in section
“Methodology”. Then, empirical findings are presented in
section “Key findings”. Conclusions are drawn in section
“Conclusion”, and finally, practical implications are pre-
sented in section “Practical implications”.

Theoretical framework

In the place marketing literature, the outcomes of place mar-
keting and branding activities have been mainly addressed
from the perspective of the impact which the activity has
on the places and the target groups. Lucarelli (2012), for
example, categorized the outcomes of the city branding
into identity-image, socio-political and economic impacts
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which branding activities have on the cities, in his review of
city branding literature. Instead, Zenker and Braun (2015),
in their review of place branding measurements, identified
that place branding measurements focus on either physical
characteristic of a place, brand value driver, or brand equity
for different target groups such as residents, tourists, inves-
tors/companies and media. In their recent review of differ-
ent impact measurements, Rauhut and Rauhut Kompaniets
(2020) concluded that many studies that try to measure the
impact of the place marketing activities are based on ex
ante/ex post comparisons, which do not theoretically try to
address the reason why certain changes occur.

While it is true that the performance variables can pro-
vide important knowledge on the effectiveness of the place
marketing and branding activities, they do not indicate its
longevity, which has been considered as an essential element
for the success of place marketing activity (Morgan et al.
2004; Anholt 2007; Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2008; Stubbs
and Warnaby 2015). In this regard, place marketing literature
has also addressed the outcomes that derive from the col-
laborative process between participating stakeholders, i.e.,
how the relations between participating organizations have
developed or transformed during the collaborative action.
For example, in a recent study by Donner et al. (2017), it
was argued that cooperation and network efficiency can be
considered as a key success in the context of regional brand-
ing, as they increase the autonomy of the region from foreign
influence. This notion is corroborated with a broad range
of inter-organization collaboration literature which argues
that the outcomes of the collaborative action, such as place
marketing projects, should be understood as more varied
than performance variables (Hardy et al. 2003; Wang and
Xiang 2007; Naipaul et al. 2009; Beritelli 2011; Clarke and
MacDonald 2016). As illustrated above, the outcomes of
the collaborative processes are an important element for the
sustainability and long-term effectiveness of the place mar-
keting and branding activity, but it is still under-researched
phenomena in the place marketing literature. To address this
gap, this study proposes a theoretical framework based on
two key theories, which consider the relationship between
the outcomes and the sustainability of a collaborative action:
institutional theory and social capital theory.

Firstly, the sustainability of collaborative action has been
discussed in the institutional theory, through the concept of
institutionalization, i.e., the process by which institutions
are produced and reproduced (Scott 1987). Drawing from
the institutional theory Phillips et al. (2000) have claimed
that the inter-organization collaboration is a potential site for
institutionalization. An important mechanism through which
this occurs is the formation of ‘practices and rules’ which
become embedded in the ongoing interaction between par-
ticipants, or as part of the wider organizational field after the
collaboration has finished (Lawrence et al. 1999). Practices
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refer to the patterns of action that become legitimated and
institutionalized within some context, while rules consist of
normalized understanding of legitimate behavior manifested,
for example, in contractual arrangements or legislation. The
institutionalization of practices and rules is not an automatic
process, but rather dependent on the motivation and capabil-
ity of participating organizations: motivation refers to the
will of an organization to change the practices and rules of
the institutional field, whereas capability indicates the abil-
ity of the participant of the collaboration to institutionalize
the rules and practices (Phillips et al. 2000; Lawrence et al.
2002).

Another theory that has addressed the sustainability
of collaborative action is the social capital theory, which
suggests that the sustainability of collaborative action is
supported by the resources which are embedded within a
network of relationships (Granovetter 1985). Social capital
has been defined in various ways depending on the field of
research. For example, Putnam (1994), has defined social
capital as “features of social organization such as networks,
norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and coop-
eration for mutual benefit”. A similar definition was applied
by Dhillon (2013, 2015), who defined the dimensions of
social capital as trust, networks, mutual goals, and shared
norms and values. While the literature has emphasized the
benefits of the social capital it has been also criticized on
the ground of negative effects such as the exclusion of dif-
fering perspectives from a network with high levels of trust
(Dhillon 2009), and concentration of power (Hardy et al.
2003).

Social capital has been understood in the literature as an
important facilitator for the sustainability and institution-
alization of collaborative action. For example, Innes (1994)
has claimed that social capital in form of trust, norms of
behavior, and networks of communication can be utilized
beyond the collaboration, and in this sense facilitate institu-
tionalizing long-term collaborative actions. Similarly, Wang
(2007) has considered that social capital, such as relation-
ships and trust between different sectors and organizations,
may be applied as high-quality information, future project
opportunities, and a spirit of collaboration in the place. In
the same vein, Dhillon (2009, 2013) has found that social
capital enhances the effectiveness and sustainability of part-
nerships in the context of education.

Although the institutional and social capital theories
stem from different theoretical traditions, they illustrate
two important dimensions that contribute towards the sus-
tainability of a collaborative action: (1) the social structure
(networks, norms, and trust), and (2) the recurring patterns
of actions (practices and rules). Concerning the outcomes
of collaboration, these two dimensions are not exclusive, but
rather support each other: social capital in form of networks,
norms of behavior and values, and trust contributes to the

manifestation of practices and rules between participating
organizations and hence contributes towards institutionali-
zation of collaborative action. Therefore, these two theories
provide a solid theoretical framework to understand the con-
ditions for long-term collaborative action.

Main research approach

This paper follows the most-similar cases research design
(Yin 2014), where two regional level place marketing pro-
jects were selected, due to their geographic proximity and
similarity of organizational and financial background. The
studied cases are located in eastern Finland, in adjacent
regions of North Karelia (NK hereon) and Northern Savo-
nia (NS hereon). These projects are titled: “Regional attrac-
tiveness program of North Karelia and Joensuu” of North
Karelia (2011-2013) and the “Mission Future: Regional
marketing program” of Northern Savonia (2012-2015). Both
projects were funded by European Structural development
funds (ERDF), which provided half of the funding for the
projects, while participating organizations provided another
half. Eastern Finland has been traditionally an economically
weak area of Finland with high rates of unemployment and a
rapidly aging population. In this regard, ERDF funding has
been applied to develop physical infrastructure and promote
economic growth, which projects at hand are examples of.

The project of NK was coordinated by the Regional
Council of North Karelia, a regional development authority
which has the duty by law to safeguard the regional interests
and distribute EU funding. The project was preceded by two
ERDF funded place marketing projects done by the Regional
Council dating back to 1999. Place marketing activity in
the region was originally initiated by Regional Council, and
three sub-regional economic development organizations,
which are all still represented in the project at hand. The
project of NS was coordinated by the regional center of Kuo-
pio (a city), which was a result of an agreement between the
local Regional Council and the biggest cities. The project
was the first regional-scale level place marketing project,
which meant that there was no existing project framework.
Earlier place marketing activity in the region of NS was
more focused on destination marketing.

The main difference in the stakeholder assemblage
between the two cases was that in NS local Regional Council
was not represented in the project, other than as a funder. In
this regard, many local municipalities and cities had direct
representation in the project of NS. Otherwise, stakehold-
ers in both projects stemmed from the educational sector,
social- and health care sector, private companies, and eco-
nomic and tourism development organizations. These organ-
izations participated in the funding, managing, and provid-
ing material for the activities of the projects. Participating
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organizations were represented in the steering and executive
groups of the projects. The steering groups were selected as
the main source of data collection, as the participants were
high-level representatives of participating organizations,
which were assumed to have broad oversight of the place
marketing activity in the region. The function of the steering
groups was officially advisory, but in practice, as pointed out
by the project managers, they had strong strategic responsi-
bility in steering the decision-making in the projects.

Methodology

Collected data consist of 23 semi-structured interviews done
with the steering group representatives of the projects in
2015. The semi-structured interviewing was selected as the
data collection method, for its function of collecting insights
into the participating organization’s views on the outcomes
of the projects (Gray 2004, pp. 215-216). Also, supplemen-
tal documentary data were collected concerning the later
development of the place marketing activity in the regions to
confirm the statements presented in the interviews. Specifi-
cally, this included planning documents of the forthcoming
projects, which were addressed by the interviewees. Inter-
view questions related to the outcomes and the future of
place marketing activity in the region. These questions were
formed as a result of preliminary interviews with the pro-
ject managers. Interviews lasted from 30 min to 1 h, and
interviewees were given the possibility to read interview
questions before the interviews.

The analysis of the interviews involved transcribing
the interviews and coding of the sections in which repre-
sentatives expressed their perspectives on the outcomes of
the projects and their further plans on participating in the
regional place marketing activity. Transcribing and coding
were done by utilizing a CASDAQ (computer-assisted quali-
tative data analysis software) package TAMS (text markup
system), which allows the hierarchical coding of the tran-
scribed data (Weinstein 2006). The coding scheme was built
by drawing from the concepts introduced in the theoretical
framework of the study. Hence, attention was paid to the
passages where representatives addressed the outcomes of
the projects by referring to the forms of social capital such
as networks, norms of behavior and values, or trust. Finally,
analytical themes, described in the following section, were
formed on basis of the frequency of the codes.

Key findings
In the following section, the findings of the analysis are

presented. The focus is placed on the accounts of the inter-
viewees that elaborated on the role of social capital in the
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institutionalization of practices and rules in the regions.
Findings are divided into two main sub-sections. The first
one includes the norms of behavior and values, and the sec-
ond one the networks and trust.

Norms of behavior and values

The social capital in the form of values manifested in the
projects of NK and NS through the perception of the value
of continuing the place marketing activity together in the
regions, and the collaborative practices which extended
beyond the projects.

Will of continuing the place marketing activity

Firstly, concerning the values, the will of continuing the
place marketing in the region was strengthened in both cases.
In the case of NS, where the project was a first regional level
place marketing project, representatives expressed strong
motivation to continue participating in the activity. This
was highlighted, for example, by the representative of the
educational sector from NS:

(excerpt 1) It has not finished [place marketing], and
it cannot be finished. Constructing a brand, and doing
marketing is continuous work. It cannot be a project
which ends and then the whole matter is forgotten. It
will be pretty soon eroded brand like that.

Similarly, in the case of NK, while the project did not
have direct continuation, the general sentiment of the rep-
resentatives was that there is a need to continue the place
marketing activity in the region. This was underlined by the
representative of the economic sector:

(excerpt 2) That is the basic dilemma, that this [place
marketing] has to be done because well, a place where
nobody hears from, is dead.

Indeed, while there was no one uniting project, the rep-
resentatives underlined the importance of continuing doing
place marketing together, which was expressed by the rep-
resentative of the economic sector:

(excerpt 5) One (of the outcomes) that was fulfilled
is that we saw that, yes, these things have to be done
together, and in a way, the thoughts and practices
(between partners) are now more familiar, and that is
a good base [to continue things].

Continuation of collaborative practices

Two cases had a different trajectory through which the place
marketing activity was continued in the regions. In NK there
was no direct continuation for the project at hand. However,
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different projects were being planned by participating
organizations. The continuation of regional place marketing
activity was elaborated by the representative of the regional
center, who emphasized that in the future the place mar-
keting activity would be done not through big projects, but
rather more exact measures:

(excerpt 6) Interviewer: So, there is a will to continue
[place marketing activity]? Yes, definitely, but in a dif-
ferent form. That is, we don’t invest all [resources]
in a big mammoth. This gives the possibility to react
according to the situation inside projects. This does
not mean that we are quitting, and disbanding, this is
not the matter here.

Representatives considered that these multiple planned
projects benefited from the collaborative practices which
were developed along with the current project and extended
beyond. This was noted by the representative of the regional
center of NK:

(excerpt 7) One of the successes [of the project] has
been that we are currently in a situation, where we can
move forward with a different type of project because
stakeholders have already established collaborative
practices in certain things, they are never good enough,
and there is always room for development, but they are
better than four years ago.

More specifically, these practices are related to the
exchange of information between participants. Representa-
tives mentioned that after the project, the steering group
members continued to have meetings where participants
could share information regarding their current activities.
This was elaborated by the representative of the educational
sector from NK:

(excerpt 8) The project has finished, but we still meet
[with the steering group members], and tell each other
what we are doing, and see what we can do together.
Nothing else has been changed in the place marketing
expect the project funding. Now we don’t gather the
money first, but rather the people meet, and see what
we should do together.

In the case of NS, the continuation of place marketing
activity was secured through individual funding contracts
with participating organizations and was coordinated by
the regional center of Kuopio. This was elaborated by the
municipal representative:

(excerpt 3) Now the [tasks of the project] emerge as
part of the organization of the regional center of Kuo-
pio, and the city does partnership contracts regarding
the continuation. It will be kind of outsourcing service,
that we will buy certain marketing services.

This form of contractual continuation of the project was
also considered to secure the engagement of the stakehold-
ers, which was addressed by the representative of the edu-
cational sector:

(excerpt 4) Now we are doing the general agreements
with [participating] organizations. I kind of see, that
when we are doing these agreements, where organiza-
tions invest money, then I would suppose that who are
involved with this, are highly engaged.

Expanding and strengthening of the networks

The second main form of social capital that was identified
in the cases at hand related to the networks which were
expanded and strengthened during the projects, and which
further contributed towards institutionalization of place mar-
keting activity in the regions.

Expanding the networks

Two studied cases had a different premise regarding the
networks. In the case of NS, the project at hand was the
first large scale effort in regional place marketing, and there
was no existing network between participants. Indeed, many
representatives highlighted that the important outcome of
the project was finding new partners during the project. For
example, a representative of the educational sector brought
this up:

(excerpt 9) If we think that previously we did joint-
marketing with the actors from Upper Savonia [sub-
region in NS], then now we have found more partners
... that is sort of a network. Always when there are
new people in the table, there are also new thoughts,
and it makes it possible to create new ideas, and in that
way facilitate things.

As a result of being able to create a network with new
partners, representatives in the case of NS considered that
the project enabled participants to understand the organiza-
tional field of the region from a broader perspective. This
was addressed by the representative of the economic sector:

(excerpt 10) We have a better common understand-
ing of the regional strengths, that we do not only look
from the perspective of one municipality, but we could
see better the bigger picture because there is a lot of
variety in the businesses around the region ... we can
see better the whole picture, instead of having a limited
view.

Representatives addressed, that the formation of the net-
works was based on trust and confidential relations between
participants. This was not considered as a taken-for-granted
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matter, but rather an effort which takes considerable time, as
accentuated by the representative from the municipal sector
from NS:

(excerpt 11) When this [the project] continues, in one
way or another, if we got to know partners during the
project, who will stay, then maybe in the future there
will be more [partners]. It always takes a lot of time
to form this kind of confidential collaborations, and to
find partners.

Strengthening the networks

Unlike the case of NS, in NK there had been already a
succession of three regional place marketing projects car-
ried out by the same coordinator, and many participating
organizations had already established a stable network and
confidential relations between them. The representative of
the economic sector highlighted these existing networks,
and considered that the current project further strengthened
them:

(excerpt 12) Of course, it is valuable that we have dis-
cussion connection, and that we have learned things
from each other, it has been achieved. It already
existed before the project, but the project deepened it.

The established network between stakeholders appeared
to have large significance for the participants of the collabo-
ration. For example, representative of the educational sec-
tor pointed out that one reason for their participation in the
project was the access to this network, and the importance
of being in the same table with other educational organiza-
tions, for the sake of political balance between organizations
in the region:

(excerpt 13) We are ready to pay, that we are in the
same table with others ... there happens also other
interactions [than the matters of the project]. Inter-
viewer: That is, kind of networking? Yes, that collabo-
ration has a small price tag

Representatives in NK found that the project did
strengthen the informal networks among participants, nev-
ertheless, some representatives considered that this was not
a sufficient solution for the future coordination of the place
marketing activity in the region and called out for more clear
procedures for continuation. This was emphasized by the
representative of the economic sector:

(excerpt 14) For me, the full completion of the aims
of the project would have meant that there would have
lived on a practice by Regional Council, or whoever it
is, that there is a person x that gathers people together,
that once in a year we do together a common market-
ing effort ... that we have a clear procedure.
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This point was further confirmed by the representative of
the regional center of NK who explained that there was no
sufficient continuity between the successive projects:

(excerpt 15) Between the projects, there was a critique
from almost all [participants]. Once the one [project]
has finished, the new one starts. There was not enough
from where to continue, that is, what was already done,
and what was developed. Pretty easily we start to build
things again, which have been already once thought
out.

Conclusions

Project-based place marketing activity is by its nature short-
lived and generally fails to meet the long-term place market-
ing aims such as improving the image of a place or develop-
ing a place brand. In this regard, an important outcome of
the project-based place marketing can be considered whether
the projects have been able to develop structures and social
relations that can sustain the place marketing activity after
the projects have finished. Place marketing literature has
addressed the importance of such outcomes (Donner et al.
2017) but has not so far explored these outcomes neither in
empirical nor theoretical level. To fill this gap in the litera-
ture, this paper applies insights from two theories that have
addressed the sustainability of collaborative action: social
capital and institutional theory. Hence, it brings attention
to the relevance of the social structure (networks, norms of
behavior and values, and trust), and the recurring patterns of
actions (practices and rules), in building a long-term place
marketing activity.

The findings from the study of two regional level projects
demonstrated that social capital that was generated during
the projects contributed towards the institutionalization of
place marketing activity in the regions. Firstly, social capi-
tal facilitated institutionalization by reinforcing the value
of doing the place marketing together in the regions also in
the future. Secondly, it brought forth collaborative practices,
such as information-sharing between participants, which
carried over beyond the projects at hand. These were fur-
ther supported by the development of the set of marketing
tools that could be applied in future place marketing activi-
ties. Thirdly, social capital supported institutionalization
through expanding and strengthening the networks between
participating organizations. The expansion of networks and
forming trust-based confidential relations between partici-
pants was considered important especially in the case of NS,
where the project was the first regional-scale place market-
ing project.

While the strengthening of the networks between par-
ticipants was also considered an important outcome in the
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project of NK, the participants argued that there would have
been a need to administer a clear distribution of responsi-
bilities for coordinating future place marketing activities in
the region. This underlined the significance of rules, such
as contractual arrangements, as another key aspect of the
institutionalization of the collaborative action. In the case of
NS, such rules were put into place through individual fund-
ing contracts with participating organizations, which secured
funding and engagement of them for the place marketing
activity in time after the project.

Practical implications

This study has several practical implications for place mar-
keting practice and theory. Firstly, the study identified good
practices that can be applied to extend the lifespan of the
place marketing activity beyond short-lived projects, or
other temporary organizational formations, and contribute
towards the fruition of long-term place marketing goals, such
as improving the image of a place or building a place brand.
By drawing from social capital theory, the study underlines
the importance of straightening the information-sharing
networks and practices and confidential relations and trust
between participating organizations in the projects. Find-
ings illustrate the relevance of these forms of social capital
towards the institutionalizing place marketing practices and
building ground for new collaborative possibilities. The rel-
evance of social capital for the institutionalization of place
marketing practices is evident; however, the findings also
suggest that formal rules, such as contractual arrangements,
and formal distribution of duties on the coordination of place
marketing activities, have a central role in supporting the
institutionalization process. These are important considera-
tions especially for places where the institutionalization of
place marketing activities is in the early stages.

Secondly, while the place marketing literature has
advanced the knowledge on the performance variables
of place marketing and branding activity, the research on
the social outcomes of the collaborative processes is still
lacking. By underlining the importance of social capital
for the institutionalization of the place marketing activity,
the study contributes to interactive and communicative
approaches that have emerged in the recent place marketing
and branding literature (Stubbs and Warnaby 2015; Ripoll
Gonzalez and Lester 2018; Halme 2020). Additionally, it
contributes to the discussion on the impact of the (especially
project-based) place marketing activity, by arguing that the
development of structures and social relations which can
sustain the activity after the projects have finished should
be taken as a key variable when evaluating the impact of the
place marketing activity. This study provides a theoretical
groundwork for the development of this type of variable.

Further elaboration of such measurable variables should be
addressed in future studies.

Thirdly, while this study addressed the issue of the out-
comes of the collaboration between in-region stakeholders
that were directly involved in the management and financing
of the projects, nevertheless, it should be noted that the con-
cept of ‘stakeholder’ in the place marketing context should
be understood as a broader category covering, for example,
the citizens of the places who have a direct stake in the mat-
ter. In this regard, the future study interested in the institu-
tionalization of the place marketing practices should pay
attention to the issue of maintaining the engagement of the
citizens in long-term place marketing and branding activity.
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