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The purpose of the research is to find a solution for the decreasing population number in 

South Karelia. As the birth rate is decreasing, population ages, and people centralize to 

growth centers, there is a growing lack of workforce and taxpayers in many developed 

countries but especially in regions like South Karelia. The objective of this study is to 

investigate how the public and private sectors are engaged to build a place brand which is 

attractive for international talent.  

 

The theoretical part opens the place brand building process elements, defines stakeholders, 

their roles, and what are the drivers and inhibitors for place brand engagement. Lastly, it 

examines the literature delimiting the concept of place branding to international talent 

attraction. The empirical part of the research uses qualitative research method. Data analysis 

is based on15 semi-structured interviews from the South Karelian public and private sectors’ 

preventatives in managerial and specializing positions. The findings show that since the 

South Karelian brand is not completely unified and needs clarification, the place needs top-

down approach and the public sector has significantly bigger role compared to the private 

sector in South Karelia. The biggest pull factors for the region are LUT, affordable live 

expenses, and Saimaa and nature. Biggest push factors for the region are lack of employment 

and career opportunities and lack of activities for young adults.  
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Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on löytää ratkaisu väestömäärän vähenemiseen Etelä-Karjalassa. 

Syntyvyyden pienentyessä, väestön ikääntyessä ja väestön keskittyessä kasvukeskuksiin 

työvoima- ja veronmaksajapula kasvaa monissa kehittyneissä maissa, mutta erityisesti Etelä-

Karjalan kaltaisilla alueilla. Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tutkia, miten julkinen ja 

yksityinen sektori ovat sitoutuneet rakentamaan paikkabrändin, joka on houkutteleva 

kansainväliselle lahjakkuudelle.  

 

Teoreettinen osio käy läpi paikkabrändin rakennusprosessielementtejä, määrittelee 

sidosryhmät, niiden roolit ja mitkä ovat brändin sitouttamisen edistäjiä ja estäjiä. Lopuksi 

osio tarkastelee paikkabrändikirjallisuutta, joka rajaa paikkabrändäyksen kansainvälisten 

osaajien houkutteluun. Tutkimuksen empiirinen osio käyttää kvalitatiivista 

tutkimusmenetelmää. Data-analyysi perustuu 15 puolistrukturoituun haastatteluun Etelä-

Karjalan julkisen ja yksityisen sektorin esimies- ja asiantuntijatehtävissä. Tulokset 

osoittavat, että koska Etelä-Karjalan brändi ei ole täysin yhtenäinen ja kaipaa tarkennusta. 

Sen vuoksi alue tarvitsee ylhäältä alaspäin johdettavaa paikkabrändäystä. Tässä prosessissa 

julkisella sektorilla on huomattavasti suurempi rooli verrattuna Etelä-Karjalan yksityiseen 

sektoriin. Alueen suurimmat vetovoimatekijät ovat LUT, kohtuulliset elinkustannukset, 

Saimaa sekä luonto. Alueen suurimmat työntötekijät ovat nuorten aikuisten työllistymis- ja 

uramahdollisuuksien puute sekä aktiviteettien puute. 
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1. Introduction 

The age structure of the Finnish population has dramatically changed in the last hundred 

years. Whereas the birth rates as well as the amount of the working population have a 

decreasing trend, the amount of people over 64-year-olds is increasing. (Tilastokeskus, 

2023) This raises a serious question: how the welfare state of Finland will face the issue. 

Statistics Finland (Alho, et al., 2023) estimates that net migration will be 15,000 yearly, but 

together with the low fertility rate, it will not be enough. It is estimated that Finland would 

need a net migration of 44,000 together with the estimated low fertility rate to balance the 

age structure. How can Finland answer this demand?  

The competition of international talent is high globally, and the importance of highly skilled 

people is recognized by both public and private sectors. To enable the Finnish economy to 

grow, talent is needed. By acquiring international talent, companies not only grow their 

opportunities in innovation and internationalization but also make an impact on the Finnish 

society and economy. (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, n.d.) International 

Talent Finland executed large research of foreign people working in Finland. The high 

standard of living, closeness of nature, and work-life balance are seen as the top three reasons 

why Finland is seen as appealing for international talent. Additionally, families tend to see 

the public services for families and children as a key attraction. On the contrary, language 

barrier with the Finnish language, challenges in finding a job and friends are the top 

difficulties in adapting to Finnish society. (Pitkänen, et al., 2023) 

Branding has an important role in this perspective. Finland must promote the right things to 

right target groups while tackling the recognized challenges. This master thesis focuses on 

the issue of how place branding affects the acquisition of international talent in South 

Karelia. How different stakeholders in South Karelia build a coherent place brand which 

supports a common goal of acquiring international talent and their families to live in South 

Karelia. The thesis sees this as a long-term solution for the problem of lacking workforce 

regionally. The main goal for the thesis is to investigate how the South Karelian brand is 

built to be attractive for highly skilled international talent and their families to live in the 

region.  
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The growing value of place branding in international talent acquisition lacks research 

especially in a regional context. It is recognized that brands are seen differently regionally, 

and the region impacts the brand (Barkun, et al., 2021). The Finnish country brand cannot 

be overlooked but nevertheless, the regional impact is important. The region has an 

internationally recognized university LUT and university of applied sciences LAB making 

the highly skilled international talent available. Like many regions in Finland also South 

Karelia’s population is decreasing, and the age pyramid is distorting (Regional Council of 

South Karelia, 2021).  

The study uses a framework built on relational place branding. It searches for answers to 

what is the South Karelian brand, how do different stakeholders create the place brand, which 

factors are driving or inhibiting the place brand engagement, and lastly, what are the push 

and pull factors of the region for international talent. The empirical part of the study follows 

the findings of the theoretical part as qualitative research.  The data collection is made by 

semi-structured interviews public and private sectors’ representatives.  

The research structure is built to start with an introduction to the topic. It explains the 

background and thus the importance of the subject, research questions and main objectives 

for the research. Further on, the study deeply analyzes the existing recent and relevant 

literature on place branding and stakeholders’ engagement, building the theoretical 

framework. The empirical part consists of reasonings for the used research method, and 

further, reports and analyzes the results. The research concludes first with discussion on the 

results by synthesizing the results by the theory and answering the research question. Lastly, 

managerial and theoretical implications, limitations of this research and recommendations 

for further research are made. 

1.1. Background 

The lack of people between the ages of 15 to 64 will create a state where there are not enough 

people to work and thus will influence the tax and retirement payment systems. Statistics 

Finland (2023) is estimating that in 2070 approximately only 55 % of the Finnish population 

will be between the ages of 15 to 64 years. When almost half of the population is not 

working, how will Finnish society maintain its structure?  
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There are several suggestions between different actors how Finland should tackle the issue 

of the slowing trend in economic growth. The Finnish Institute of Occupational Health and 

ETLA Economic Research (ETLA) suggested increasing the length of careers since the life 

expectancy has increased (ETLA & Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, 2023). The 

head of the Finns Party Riikka Purra suggests facing the issue with adapting the welfare state 

with the demographics by focusing on automation and robotics (Hemmilä, 2023). One option 

is foreign workforce. Many official actors such as the Confederations of Finnish Industries 

(EK) and the Ministry of the Interior state that international talent is essential to answer the 

shortage of workforce in the future and this is where Finland is focusing on (Ministry of 

Interior, n.d,; Räsänen, 2022). 

All the above solutions are valid for the future and most likely will also be used. However, 

the natural increase in the Finnish population was – 8,065 in 2021 (Tilastokeskus, 2023) 

whereas the amount of first work-based residence permits was 11,428 granted permits 

(Finnish Immigration Service, 2022). This means that immigration is needed. However, it is 

also recognized that a country to succeed in the international talent competition, it needs 

clear immigration policies (Silvanto & Ryan, 2018). At the moment Finland is developing 

and simplifying the process of labor migration which has been widely recognized to be a 

slow and complex process and does not serve the need of growing the international talent 

pool for companies in Finland (Ministry of the Interior, n.d.). This is seen as a step forward 

in acquiring more talent.  

In Finland, like in many other countries, the conditions between different regions vary and 

this is why it is reasonable to look at different regions and cities at the meso-level (Barkun, 

et al., 2021). As visible in the figure 1, the situation is relatively similar in South Karelia like 

in Finland as a country and the population is decreasing. The South Karelian population is 

decreasing, aging, and centralizing to Lappeenranta. Additionally, the working population is 

moving to other growth centers outside the region especially after graduation. It is estimated 

that by 2025 the age dependency ratio exceeds 100 in over half of the South Karelian 

municipalities. The unemployment rate for South Karelia has been above the Finnish average 

for the past decade, however, the rate in Lappeenranta has been close to the Finnish average. 

The LUT university and the LAB university of applied sciences work as a pull factor for 

South Karelia and the South Karelians are increasing their level of education but the 

possibility of employing the graduates is still limited in the region. This means that there is 
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a severe mismatch of workforce in the region when taking into account the high 

unemployment rate. (Regional Council of South Karelia, 2021) 

 

Figure 1. Development of the South Karelian population between the years 2000 and 2040 

(Regional Council of South Karelia, 2021). 

In Finland companies tend to think that place branding is not their duty, but they deal only 

in the microenvironment. The importance of the relationship and engagement of the public 

and private sectors have been widely recognized in place branding research (Kavaratzis & 

Ashworth, 2005; Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009; Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015). However, since 

the Finnish public sector is deeply financed with public funds, the relationships between 

public and private sectors are not as strong and do not have a strong history like in the USA, 

for example, where also the public sector is dependent on the private sector’s fundings 

(Rainisto, 2004, pp. 47). 

There are mainly four different functions for brands: brands can distinguish and differentiate 

from their competitors, they can build up brand awareness and identification, they work as 

a promise of a particular level of quality and customer satisfaction, and finally, brands help 

with promotion (Hollensen, 2019, pp. 409-410). The Nordic countries are relatively similar, 

so firstly, the question is how Finland can distinguish itself in the international competition 

and secondly, how South Karelia can do the same nationally. However, around Lake Saimaa 

in the South-East area in Finland the differentiation against cities like Mikkeli, Savonlinna, 

or even Kotka, which is located by the Baltic Sea, is relatively easy due to LUT University 

in favor for South Karelia. Brand building is a process where different stakeholders 

cooperate but also have distinctive goals and views of the place brand. Different stakeholders 
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in the public and private sectors may have different goals and objectives but they all operate 

in the region, South Karelia, where the population is decreasing. This is why they all should 

also have a common goal by building an attractive place brand which attracts a highly 

talented workforce. 

 

1.2. Research Question and Objective of the Study 

The purpose of this research is to find a solution to stop the decreasing resident numbers in 

South Karelia. The objective is to investigate how the South Karelian stakeholders in the 

public and private sectors are engaged to build an attractive place brand for international 

talent. There are four goals to investigate related to the main research question: what the 

current state of the South Karelian brand is, how do different stakeholders create the South 

Karelian place brand, what are the drivers and inhibitors for the engagement to the brand 

building process, and what are the push and pull factors of the region in regard to 

international talent. Ideally, the brand would be distinctive from other Finnish cities, people 

would identify the brand with South Karelia, which is a signal of high brand awareness, and 

lastly, the South Karelian brand would work as a promise of good quality of life, for example. 

With these three functions the brand of South Karelia would be recognizable and sustainable. 

(Hollensen, 2019, pp. 409-410) This would inevitably help with the promotion for 

international talent acquisition and ultimately increase the number of working-age 

population of 15 to 64-year-olds in the region. The research has long-term value and even 

though acquiring international talent to the region is not seen as the only solution for the lack 

of workforce in Finland, it will eventually impact the natural increase of population of 

negative – 8,065 in 2021 (Statistic Finland, 2023). 

Based on this idea the following research questions and sub research questions were 

formulated: 

RQ 1: How are regional stakeholders engaged in place branding for international 

talent attraction? 

1a: What is the current state of the South Karelian place brand on the stakeholders’ point of 

view? 

1b: What kind of roles do different stakeholders have in the South Karelian place branding? 



9 

 

 

1c: What are the drivers and inhibitors of engagement for different stakeholders to build an 

attractive place brand in South Karelia? 

1d: What are the push and pull factors of South Karelia for international talents? 

These research questions will guide this thesis. The theoretical part in the literature review 

will build a foundation on the research questions and the empirical part will investigate the 

questions deeply. 

1.3. Literature Review 

The theoretical discussion of this thesis is built around relevant academic literature about 

place branding, and this forms a significant part of the research. The literature review was 

executed as a systematic literature review (SLR) since it gives a comprehensive picture of 

the current status of the existing literature ensuring diversity of the literature and brings 

transparency to the research. Ideally, the SLR leads the process for the research but blocks 

the possible biases (Tranfield, et al., 2003, pp. 207-208). The SLR was conducted in database 

Scopus and the focus on the research is between the years 2019 and 2023 to find the most 

recent literature. However, even though this method provided good and relevant theoretical 

literature to form the research problem, also additional, relevant literature was selected 

manually in order to ensure that the most central research of place branding is also included 

to the literature.   

The literature of place branding together with city branding starts from the beginning of the 

21st century. Most of the literature is being published by Springer Nature in the journal Place 

Branding and Public Diplomacy. Most of the literature is in English but however, after 

completing the SLR and the manual selection, it is visible that there is a lot of variances on 

research countries and contexts especially in the recent literature. The case countries were 

in North America, Australia, Europe, and Africa.  

A preliminary research gap was identified with the SLR. Even though place branding and 

talent acquisition have been widely researched separately, the impact of a place brand on 

talent acquisition or employee attraction has not been researched. This resulted in zero 

results in Scopus even though separately they resulted in thousands of search results. An 

extended search was made which is visible in figure 2. When adding keywords around talent 

attraction and recruiting together with place branding key terms, the search result was three. 
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One article was excluded based on its content. The small number of articles is an important 

notation since attracting international talent by place branding is a notable issue globally and 

in countries like Finland where the lack of workforce is a serious issue with changing 

population pyramid. Additionally, place branding and talent attraction is a multi-dimensional 

issue. Not only the decision whether one will move to a foreign destination or not is affected 

by multiple stakeholders but also it affects possible multiple people. When evaluating 

whether one will move abroad and where, the impact of the macro-environment impacts the 

decision to a wider extent than moving inside a country or a region. (Silvanto & Ryan, 2014) 

Since the literature is so extensive on place branding, the research cap was delimited more. 

After examining literature especially on place branding but also on international talent 

attraction, acquisition, and global mobility, the final research gap was identified as focusing 

on public and private stakeholders’ engagement on building a place brand for international 

talent. The balance in engagement and management between those two parties is not clearr 

even though acknowledged to be important especially in place branding.  

 

Figure 2: SLR to define the research gap (2023). 

According to the SLR, the literature on place branding is extensive. Place branding originates 

from product branding and later from corporate branding. In the 21st century the new 

integrated Europe was recognized and the growing trend turning product branding into city 

branding was arising. However, place branding is a more complex issue compared to product 

or even corporate branding. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). Like in the past with place 
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selling, also now with place branding, the motives are lack of workforce and capital. Place 

branding is used to build a positive image of a place.  (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, p. 4) 

Sendra & El Bayed (2021) see branding process as a global phenomenon which jointly 

develops cities and increases attractiveness and vitality. A successful outcome of the process 

is made with a unified place identity which is supported by the stakeholders. In many cases 

brands aim to be unique and uniqueness in place branding is a result of local communities’ 

decisions. These decisions are important to make interactively with the living environment. 

(Nursanty, 2021) The place branding process elements are place brand identity, place brand 

positioning, and place brand image. Using these elements, the identity, the vision of the 

brand, can be turned in the reality with right positioning which turns into place brand image. 

(Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) Place branding can be also processed with an asset-based 

approach and in this approach the place brand creates added value for the place (Yazdan 

Panah Shahabadi, et al., 2020). 

Most of the current literature on place branding focuses on the engagement of residents. 

However, according to the literature, identifying all relevant stakeholders is important to 

create an authentic place identity and to engage stakeholders (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015). 

The literature identifies three stakeholder groups as public and private sectors, and residents 

(Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005; Sedra & El Bayed, 2021). However, they continue that since 

place branding is such a complex issue, there are multiple stakeholders, and it is challenging 

to identify them all. The stakeholders’ roles are seen to create the brand in cooperation, and 

it is a continuous process which follows the bottom-up approach (Aitken & Campelo, 2011). 

Even though the bottom-up approach is suggested, the need of steering committee is widely 

recognized (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021). To create a unified place identity, stakeholders can 

be engaged through activation with participatory place branding like digital storytelling 

which enables the residents or organization representatives to engage with their place brand 

and also to express how they feel and see the brand. Creating a place is two-way stream 

(Hudak, 2019). This is an important notation especially now during the industrial revolution 

4.0. This also highlights the importance of the authenticity of the place brand and the brand 

promise.  

The literature on the engagement of national stakeholder organizations in private and public 

sectors identify the possible drivers and inhibitors for place brand engagement when 

implementing the place brand strategy. It has been found that there are disagreements with 
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the place brand identity between the stakeholders and place brand identity managing 

organization which causes the failure of the place brand in the implementation phase. 

Cooperation and pre-existing relationships are seen as the main driver for place brand 

engagement (Casidy, et al., 2019). Lu & De Jong (2019) write about the political and 

governmental impact on the place brand. Also, Casidy et al. (2019) see that the political 

system and cycles are preventing a long-term place brand identity building and works as an 

inhibitor not only for stakeholders’ engagement but also the place brand managing 

organization. 

As there are multiple stakeholders, the relationships matter in place branding. This is why 

the relational network brand -model from Hankinson (2004) was added to literature. This 

model creates the basis for a successful place brand management. Hankinson (2004) sees 

places are relational networks. Places must be developed into brands where consumers are 

able to create a relationship. The model was later extended by Harrison-Walker (2012) to 

the Relational Branding Communication Process. Using the base from Hankinson, the 

extended model sees valuable to concentrate of the receiving part of identity, personality, 

and positioning and how they perceive them.  

There is evidence that advanced economic regions are stabilizing and increasing the 

economic overlook by attracting international talent by using place branding. However, there 

have been different views on whether place branding is efficient. Cleave & Arku (2020) 

tested the effect of place branding and how it impacts the immigration decision for city 

perception and the decision-making. The study shows that places have to have an effective 

branding strategy to promote the right things for the right audience. It was shown in this 

study that traditional branding and promotion efforts were not the key drivers but economic 

and housing perceptions. This is also supported by Zenker (2009) and additionally, that non-

creative class values recreation possibilities where creative people value social life. This 

works as evidence of the importance of targeting right message for right audience.  

Many times, small and peripheral places have less attention in place branding. However, also 

those areas have significant potential because many times living expenses are cheaper in 

smaller cities, like for example in South Karelia. Place branding and interaction affects 

differently in different geographical locations. Brands are seen differently in different places 

and place branding affects the image (Aharon & Alfasi, 2022). Different territories differ in 

their attractiveness in the eyes of a talented workforce. Place branding in macro- and 
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microenvironments are contexts where place branding has an important role. Analysis on 

place branding at meso-level offers another perspective for place branding. (Barkun, et al., 

2021) One of the most in-depth articles concerning branding and attracting international 

talent is from Silvanto & Ryan (2014). Because global migration and mobility increase the 

economic growth, Silvanto & Ryan formulate a strategic framework for nation branding for 

attracting international highly skilled workers. It states that global mobility and the decision 

for it is a complex issue which overlaps with many stakeholders. In order to have an effective 

branding strategy, an in-depth understanding of talent mobility is essential. Barkun et al.  

(2021) combined the pillars of the Global Talent Competitive Index (INSEAD, 2022) with 

the modified dimensions from Silvanto & Ryan (2018). The researchers formed an index 

using the five dimensions of territorial attractiveness for luring talent: enable, attract, grow, 

retain, and be global. This kind of index gives regions a tool to evaluate themselves against 

other places and possibility to differentiate or find a way to differentiate in the competition 

of highly skilled workers.  

South Karelia like Åland are good examples of small societies that are willing to 

internationalize. Jansson (2012) writes that economic globalization comes down to two 

aspects of the word brand. He agrees that place branding has an important role in 

international talent attraction, but also social branding has a role in it. Social branding is 

about constructing social identity based on ethnicity and Jansson states that the natural 

environment affects the brand. It is tied to brand promise. Like Jansson (2012) also Schade 

et al. (2018) give attention to different environments and their relevance for a city brand 

might be unique for different places, i.e., small, and large cities.  

According to the conducted SLR, the future research on place branding continues and goes 

deeper to sub-categories and has deeper focus on branding rural and smaller places. An 

article from Matwiejczyk (2022), state that functional urban areas are complex small clusters 

to manage in place branding. They also have greater obstacles when building a common 

place brand due to the scatterness of different municipalities and resources. However, their 

potential is huge. This is an interesting aspect of place branding which can be relevant for 

regions like South Karelia because place branding is not relevant only for entities like big 

cities and tourism attractions. Also, rural communities and municipalities have to put an 

effort in place branding since they also need new residents but also maintain their service 

levels. Gulisova et. al.  (2021) found out that institutionalization of place branding and 
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engagement of different stakeholders influence the type and strength of the sustainability of 

the place brand in rural areas. 

As it is visible in the literature review, the research on place branding is strong even though 

it is a new concept from the 21st century. There are different pieces of evidence about what 

is seen as important in place branding. Common thing in all articles was that the success of 

place branding depends on the right brand management and engagement of all stakeholders 

and this all comes down to relationships. In order for place branding to succeed, the brand 

message must be unified and keep the brand promise. Participatory and all stakeholders’ 

engaging place brand has potential to attract international talent. Additionally, it is also 

visible in the current and future research that the research is becoming more focused and 

attacks the threats of lack of workforce and sustainability of rural areas and municipalities 

rather than just big cities. Place branding is a complex issue due to many stakeholders 

affecting it, but it is relevant for not only tourism destinations and big cities but also small 

cities and regions like Lappeenranta, Imatra, or South Karelia.  

1.4. Preliminary Theoretical Framework 

 

Figure 3: The theoretical framework of the research. 

The theoretical framework of the research is visible in figure 3. It gives a comprehensive 

picture of the theoretical perspective of the thesis. The framework of the thesis is built on 

place branding literature. The context is South Karelia, and the phenomenon is relational 

place brand which supports the building of an attractive place brand for international talent. 

The most important point of the theoretical framework is to notice the importance of 
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relationships and brand management between the public and private sectors. Without a well-

structured brand and relationship management, engagement to the place brand fails and a 

sustainable place brand cannot be developed. However, not only the public and private 

sectors build the brand, but the place affects not only the place brand itself but also the public 

and private sectors.  

Branding is a complex issue where many stakeholders have an impact. What is characteristic 

in place branding is that the environment and the place identity play an important role. Places 

have existed before branding has started and thus the place already has an identity which 

cannot be easily changed (Hankinson, 2004). This is why the brand identity has a big focus 

inside the place branding theory. Another big impact on a place brand is that all stakeholders 

must be engaged to pursue the same brand identity. Engagement is built on brand 

management and relationships between different stakeholders. This creates brand equity, 

which increases brand awareness, brand loyalty, creates positive brand associations, and is 

a promise of certain quality. A strong brand equity which is based on a common brand 

identity with all stakeholders in South Karelia has a positive impact on the South Karelian 

place brand to acquire international talent.  

The most valuable contributions for the theoretical work are from Casidy et al. (2019), 

Cleave et al, (2020), Hankinson (2004), Kavaratzis & Ashworth (2005), and Stubbs & 

Warnaby (2015). Also, authors such as Aaker, Kotler, and Rainisto are used in the theoretical 

part due to their ground-breaking work in the field of brand research. Even though the focal 

point is on recent research literature like directed in the executed SRL, it is essential to 

examine the most known research and literature on place branding in the 21st century.  

1.5. Key Concept Definitions 

The purpose of this subchapter is to define the key concepts which are used in this research. 

The key terms used in this study are branding, place branding, and highly skilled workers. 

Even though brand itself is a commonly used term in all media, it is still relevant to specify 

it in order to get a solid foundation further for place branding. Place branding is used in this 

study as proportional to city and regional branding taking into consideration the nature of 

the region of South Karelia. The area is relatively large; however, the vast majority of the 

people live in Lappeenranta, which is the biggest city in the region. Lastly, the concepts of 
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highly skilled workers, which are also referred as international talent, is defined since they 

have a big impact on the study in both theoretical and empirical parts. 

Brand 

In a traditional way, a brand is a name, term, sign, symbol, design, or their combination. It 

helps the customer to identify certain goods or services from another and it works as a 

promise of a certain level of quality. Additionally, brands legally protect sellers since brands 

do not expire (Kotler, 2000, pp. 404-405). Brands create relationships with customers, and 

this creates stable demand. Advertising is seen as an efficient way to manage and grow the 

brand. However, nowadays, the brand experience is seen to take a stand. Brands make 

customers feel. Customers experience brands through multiple touchpoints thus making the 

overall experience more important than just traditional, digital or non-digital, marketing. 

This signifies that branding has become not only more complex but also a valuable and 

powerful asset to market products, services, places, organizations, employers, regions, or 

cities. At times, the brand itself may be more valuable for a company than its assets. Brand 

equity measures the impact that brands have in the markets. (Kotler, et al., 2016, pp. 226,231, 

244) 

Place branding 

Branding can be applied in different perspectives. Like products and services, also places 

can be branded. Countries and cities are actively branding themselves to differentiate in the 

global world. (Kotler, et al., 2016, p. 227) Place brands are seen to have core characteristics 

of branding: identity, differentiation (positioning), and image (personality) and therefore can 

affect the place's brand equity, value, and awareness. However, places are more complex 

than product brands. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) Since places already exist, place 

branding has to take into account also culture, population, facilities, and infrastructure. This 

is why in order for place branding to become efficient; it must extend the core brand to 

various stakeholders of the place by building a solid and interactive relationship with them. 

Place identity plays a significant role in place branding. (Hankinson, 2004; Harrison-Walker, 

2012) 

Highly skilled workers 

Investopedia (2022) defines skilled workers as a segment of workforce that has a special set 

of mental or physical skills and know-how. Not only higher education but also experience 
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are key determinants and therefore skilled workers are entitled to higher wages. The work 

of highly skilled workers is complex, and the need is the highest in science, technology, 

engineering, and math. It is researched that highly skilled workers impact the local economy 

to great extent when compared to unskilled and low-income workers. (Investopedia, 2022; 

Schare, et al., 2018).)  

1.6. Delimitations 

Firstly, place branding literature puts a high importance on the residents’ role in forming the 

place brand identity and building the place brand (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) (Aitken & 

Campelo, 2011). However, since this research investigates the relationships and roles 

between the public and private sectors, residents’ roles and relationships between other 

stakeholders are delimited from the empirical part. Residents’ views on the place brand 

might vary significantly from the private and public sectors’ views. They might also see the 

roles and relationships differently and what are push and pull factors for the region. 

Secondly, it has been identified that people with high education and high wages have a bigger 

impact on the country’s economic state than people with low wages or low education 

(Schade, et al., 2018) and thus this research purely focuses on non-creative highly skilled 

international workforce since it has a direct impact on the economic growth of the region. In 

order to narrow the topic and focus on the skills that South Karelia already has the focues 

was chosen to be around the green transition. 

Thirdly, the research context is South Karelia, and it is one of the smallest regions in Finland 

measured both in area and inhabitants. Thus, this delimits the research. The amount of people 

in general which accumulates to the number of stakeholders and their roles, relationships, 

and engagement function differently in bigger places and thus the research is delimited to 

investigate small and peripheral regions like South Karelia. Additionally, delimiting the 

research to a small Finnish region delimits the research to Finland since the findings would 

be different in China or in other distant and different countries in regard to national politics, 

number of inhabitants, and differing stakeholders’ roles and relationships, for example.  

Fourthly, the results on the place brand would most likely have different aspects if the 

research focused only on the place brand of the region’s cities or municipalities. Delimiting 

the place brand to the whole South Karelia gives more levels and aspects on the place brand, 
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the stakeholders’ roles and relationships, engagement factors, and lastly, to the push and pull 

factors. 

1.7. Research Methodology 

The empirical part of the research is executed as qualitative research. Since the research 

moves from the findings of the empirical part to synthesis with the findings of the theoretical 

literature and finally to conclusion, it is classified as inductive research. The empirical part 

is conducted by semi-structured, one on one, online and elite interviews. All together 15 

interviews were held in May 2023, 7 for the private sector, and 8 for the public sector.  

The interviewees are divided into two different stakeholder groups, private and public 

sectors based on their function. The groups are: 

● Private sector: 

o Representatives of South Karelian companies or companies that operate in 

South Karelia 

● Public Sector:  

o Representatives from the higher education institutions LUT and LAB 

o Representatives of city and regional organizations 

There was small variance in the questions between private and public sectors (appendix 1) 

because of the semi-structured interview method but the themes are used as a basis for the 

interviews. The answers are analyzed anonymously and coded according to each group and 

theme. After that the findings are reported and synthetized with the theoretical literature and 

thus, further the research question are answered by understanding the phenomenom. 

 

1.8. Structure of the Study 

The study is divided into three main parts: introduction, theoretical literature, and 

empiricism. The introduction introduces the topic and highlights the importance of the study. 

It gives a background to the phenomenon of lack of workforce and what kind of impact it 

has in Finland. It gives an overview of the literature and explain the research gap. 
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Additionally, the preliminary theoretical framework, the research design, and delimitations 

are explained in the first part of the study. 

 

The second part of the study focuses on theoretical literature on place branding. It starts with 

common characteristics of branding and dives deeper to brand equity and the role of 

differentiation of place branding. Since the place brand process with place brand identity, 

positioning, and image is such an important aspect of place branding, it also has a focal point 

of the place branding theory. Different stakeholders are identified and their impact on the 

place brand is explained through brand management, relational place brand, and engagement 

factors in order to build a common place brand. Lastly, the theoretical part goes through the 

most recent and central literature on place branding and its impact on attracting international 

talent, what is the impact of value proposition and what are the push and pull factors for 

international talent.  

 

The third part of the research is the empirical part where the data from the interviews is 

analyzed and discussed. Before that the third part explains the research context, research 

methodology, and justifies the collection and use of data with data reliability and validation. 

The most important findings are reported and both the empirical and theoretical parts are 

synthetized and concluded as results by answering first the sub-research questions and then 

the main research question. Lastly, the conclusion concludes the research with key findings 

with theoretical contribution of a modified theoretical framework and managerial 

implications, and finally limitations of the research and further research suggestions are 

presented.  
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2. Place Branding 

This part of the research has in total six subchapters and it focuses on the theoretical literature 

of place branding. Firstly, the basic concept of branding is introduced highlighting the 

important factors for place branding. Secondly, the idea of place branding is introduced for 

the reader. From which elements place branding consists of, what are the special 

characteristics of it, and who are considered as stakeholders. Thirdly, the theory goes deeper 

to different roles of stakeholders and what is their impact on place brand. Fourthly, the 

challenges of building a place brand are researched from the perspective of what are the 

drivers and inhibitors for the stakeholder engagement in order to build a coherent place 

brand. Lastly, the current literature of place branding and international talent attraction is 

introduced as the research shows it at the moment. This kind of structure supports the 

empirical part of the research and ultimately, helps to answer the research questions. 

 

2.1 Essentials of Branding 

In order to understand place branding it is worth examining the classical brand literature. In 

the global and fast economy, consumers have a vast variety of choices to choose between 

different products, services, countries, cities, NGOs, schools, or even individuals. This is 

why branding plays such an important role nowadays. Branding helps consumers to choose 

the most convenient product or service or place for them. In the modern branded society, 

strong and attractive brands thrive as they possess strong brand identity, to which consumers 

can relate to. (Kotler, et al., 2016, pp. 226-227) The American Marketing Association’s 

(2023) definition of branding is widely referenced:  

“A brand is a name, term, design, symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller’s 

goods or services as distinct from those of other sellers.” the goods or services of one seller 

or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competitors.” 

In the past, many products were unbranded but now a brand is an identifier of a marketer to 

a customer. Even though branding increases costs, it helps the seller to get visibility, process 

orders, gives legal protection, works as a possibility for a loyal customer base and a clear 
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market segment, and ultimately, it helps to build a strong company image. The aim in 

branding is to create positive associations for the customer. Brands work as promises for a 

customer to receive specific features, benefits, or services. A unique brand identity is 

important in the aspect that it ensures that branding does not rely only on one product 

attribute. Brand is not only about name or product attributes but finding the brand identity 

and to strengthen the assets that are hard to copy. By identifying the brand essence, its 

identity, a brand is able to communicate its values, culture, personality and create 

experiences because for a customer, a brand can express a variety of different meanings: 

attributes, benefits, values, culture, and personality. (Kotler, 2000, pp. 226-227, 404-408) 

The utility value of a product or a place is not the objective of branding but to create extra 

benefit for the user, what is the value of a brand (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). A brand 

needs a clear mission and vision. A simple brand promise clarifies what the brand is and 

does and what it is desired to be. However, nowadays especially through digital marketing 

and the influence of social media, consumers have multiple touchpoints with different 

brands. This is why the brand experience is becoming even more comprehensive and also a 

more complex entity which is affected by multiple perceptions of brands including the brand 

personnel and this is why internal brand engagement is important. The experiences may 

happen not only with the product or service but with advertising, word of mouth, web pages 

or social media. (Kotler, et al., 2016, p. 234-236, 244) Brands should be seen as assets and 

those assets need investments and management (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005).  

Hankinson (2004) outlines four distinctive concepts of branding which are linked with each 

other. Brands are used as communicators. With legally protected names, logos, and 

trademarks brands communicate to customers their product benefits, quality, and 

differentiators among the competitors. When expressing the company vision, the brand 

identity is used in the communication, and this positions the brand among the competitors. 

(Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, pp. 12-13) Second concept of branding is brands as perceptual 

entities. Brands impact the users’ senses and emotions. Brand attributes and associations are 

seen as increasing personal value which increases the brand value. Brands as value enhancers 

are seen as the development of brand equity. Brand equity is deeper discussed later in this 

literature review, but the conceptualization of brand equity is the foundation for strategic 

brand management. Additionally, customers see brands as enhancers since the brand is seen 

as a promise of certain quality (Kotler, et al., 2016, pp. 234). The fourth concept in the 
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Hankinson model is brands as relationships. Brands have personalities and with those 

personalities’ customers have relationships. Either customers can identify with the brand, or 

the relationship develope during time according to customers’ physical or psychological 

needs based on the product or service attributes or symbolic value of the brand. This is seen 

especially important with services and experience marketing is based on this concept. 

Customers interact with service providers, thus developing a personal relationship with the 

brand. This approach highlights that the relationship is not only with the customer but with 

all stakeholders and this is considered a highly valued aspect in place branding. The brand 

identity must be extended to other stakeholders by effective relationships.  

2.1.1 Brand as a Tool for Differentiation 

Brands have been aiming to differentiate from their competitors for years (Naert, 2018). 

Chamberlin introduced the idea of product differentiation already in 1933 and still many 

books highlight the importance of differentiation as a competitive advantage. Being uniquely 

different is profitable and naturally, operating in blue oceans generates more profits. When 

brands are seen differently by customers, it drives brand value and sales growth. However, 

being unique is challenging nowadays but Roach (2019) writes that if a brand is seen as 

different, customers will pay higher prices. This is the case with certain places, for example. 

Customers are willing to pay higher prices for living expenses not only because of the place 

but also because of the brand. In advertising, differentiation is memorable and drives sales.  

(Roach, 2019). 

Even though Roach (2019) like Moilanen & Rainisto (2009) writes about the importance of 

brand differentiation, during the last decade, many brands are turning towards similarity 

instead of differentiation. Since competition is high, and technology is advancing rapidly, 

especially in mature markets, it is challenging to differentiate. (Naert, 2018) Differences 

between brands have become smaller and less tangible recently even though similarity has 

never been a key to success in business. This creates a challenge for marketers. With small 

brand or product differences, which in many cases are intangible, it is challenging to 

differentiate. (Roach, 2019) Because of this new kind of situation, distinctive assets as brand 

assets have been introduced (Naert, 2020). These small and intangible distinctive brand 

assets in place branding can be categorized as soft pull factors. These soft pull factors refer 
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to place brand assets affecting the quality of life, culture, place identity, and self-expressive 

aspects of the place. (Rainisto, 2004, pp. 66-67)  

 

2.1.2 Brand Equity 

The concept of brand equity was formalized in the 1980s and interestingly, it was predicted 

to be a short phenomenon in those times’ management culture, but time showed that the 

importance of brand equity is growing its importance. It has been shown that building strong 

brands is financially beneficial and they create significant added value for companies even 

though the brand value itself cannot be measured precisely. (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000, 

pp. 9, 35, 38) 

The growing importance of branding in general has led to the situation that strong brands 

have high brand equity. The purpose of brand management in the current business 

environment is to grow brand equity. Brand equity shows the assets or liabilities that a brand 

name or symbol has, and this is why the brand image has a great impact on it. However, a 

brand might also have a negative impact on the brand equity since not all actions can be 

controlled and for example the power of word of mouth is significant. (Aaker, 1996, pp. 18-

20; Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, pp. 12-13) Shortly put, brand equity shows how valuable a 

brand is. In the much-cited figure from Aaker (1996, pp. 18-20), brand equity has five asset 

categories: brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations, and other 

proprietary brand assets. However, depending on the literature, the asset categories might 

vary by name and number, but the content is similar in all literature. In general, the equity 

categories are sets of different kinds of assets and they have different functions. Brand equity 

generates value and that value needs constant and long-term management. Since every asset 

category creates value, they also need investments. Assets are expensive to manage but 

essential for a sustainable brand success (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). It is evident that 

brand equity creates value not only for the customers but also for the firm (Aaker, 1996, pp. 

18-20). 
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2.2 Concept of Place Branding 

Place branding has clear roots in product marketing, later in corporate branding (Kavaratzis 

& Ashworth, 2005) and only in the 1990s it has been applied to services or places. Through 

the concept of place selling, the concept broadened to place marketing. Place marketing 

started in the USA when immigrants from Europe and the East Coast were lured to move to 

the West Coast in promise of a piece of land. Like nowadays in place branding, the motives 

for place selling were lack of workforce and capital and in this sense the situation now is 

similar in developed countries. In history, place marketing used different stimuli to attract 

workforce and employers found it as an efficient way to find cheap workforce and tax 

benefits. However, with time the trend of global mobility has changed and nowadays, the 

focus is on competitive and defined niches which value good employment opportunities, 

quality of life and recreation.  In general, there can be multiple reasons for place branding: 

attracting tourists, businesses, organizations, events, or residents. It is used to build a positive 

image of a place, for example.  (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, p. 4; Zenker, 2009)  

There are three different kinds of place branding. They have different producers with 

different objectives. Geographical nomenclature means that physical products are named 

after a geographical location, like the Finnish Saimaa Brewing Company comes from the 

region of Saimaa, from Mikkeli. Product-place co-branding are physical products that are 

marketed with a place which is assumed to have beneficial attributes for the products, like 

the Finnish sauna. The most valuable form of place branding in regard to this research is the 

form of place management. Simply said, the place is changed to correspond to how residents 

perceive it. Residents are identified as an important stakeholder group and they are engaged 

for the place brand. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) Place branding can be also defined as a 

competitive identity and its work as a linkage between culture, identity, and economy 

(Jansson, 2012).  

The elements of a brand depends on the product, service, or place. Products are simple and 

thus need less product or organizational attributes than services or places. (Aaker, 1996, pp. 

74-89) Place branding is a sub-concept of classical branding (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, p. 

12). Place branding is a concept where branding strategies and other marketing techniques, 

and disciplines are applied to places, like cities, regions, or countries. Thus, it could be 

assumed that product branding strategies and techniques could be simply adapted to place 
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branding. However, the issue is more complex. (Hankinson, 2004) Due to globalization, lack 

of workforce, and free movement of people within the EU, also place branding has met the 

need to differentiate within the competition. Even though place branding is widely 

recognized as a complex issue with multiple stakeholders involved, when it is transferred 

into a process, place brand can be effectively managed. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005; 

Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009) 

Brand identity, brand positioning, and brand image are the key elements of a place branding 

process. When building any kind of brand but especially with place branding, the 

relationship between identity and image, together with communications are important for a 

sustainable place brand. The identity or personality is the place brand vision and positioning 

is a way to communicate the vision to the target group. The image is how the place brand is 

ultimately perceived by the customers. The process is visible in figure 4. (Hankinson, 2004; 

Harrison-Walker, 2012; Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005;)  

 

Figure 4. Components of a brand (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). 

The place branding process has been researched and developed especially in the 21st century. 

Table 1 illustrates the key theoretical viewpoints of the place branding process. Even though 

the names of the stages vary, the contents are very similar in all theories. For example, 

Hankinson (2004) speaks about personality but also writes that the brand’s identity is in the 

core of a brand.  Next, each place brand element is discussed deeper.  
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Table 1. Theoretical viewpoints of the elements of the place brand process. 

Hankinson 2004 Personality Positioning Reality 

Kavaratzis & 

Ashworth 

2005 Identity Positioning Image 

Harrison-Walker 2012 Identity Personality Positioning 

  Image Affect Position 

Lu & de Jong 2019 City Brand Identity City Label City Image 

 

2.2.1 Place Brand Identity 

The identity is the vision created by the brand and how a place or a company wants it to be 

seen and that identity needs to be communicated to the target audience (Moilanen & 

Rainisto, 2009, p. 7),  making a recognizable place identity the core of place branding. The 

place brand identity is more than promotion and place images. When defined right, place 

identity can be used as a continuum in different processes in financial investments, user 

behaviors, or generating capital and is a way to differentiate. The core of the place brand 

identity has to be clear since it positions the brand among the competition. (Kavaratzis & 

Ashworth, 2005) 

An effective brand identity is based on specified strengths, values, and vision.  Brand identity 

is the focus of strategic vision, and it leads the way and gives purpose for a brand. It can be 

compared to person’s identity since brand identity is not only product attributes and tangible 

functional benefits but additionally, a set of emotional and self-expressive benefits, building 

the brand based on the right identity perspective. For a strong brand the brand identity should 

be developed and treated with a broad focus and strategic way to bring long-term growth 

and both internal and external elements should be included to brand building. (Aaker, 1996, 

p. 32, 37)  

Even though a place brand is a complex and a multilevel issue, at its best it can create a 

feeling that it is one entity (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). Brand identity is closely related 

to brand associations, and it is the key for a successful brand (Aaker, 1996, p. 32). Shared 

perceptions of a place influence attitude, values, define those values, create meanings, and 

dictate their importance in society. When similar perceptions of a place are shared with 
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individuals, a clear brand identity is formed (Aitken & Compelo, 2020) and if associations 

are commonly unique and positive, a coherent and unique place brand can be formed 

(Aharon & Alfasi, 2022). The main thing is that the brand identity, the core of values, is 

clear and this is why also internal-brand building is also important. It ensures a coherent 

brand identity both internally and externally (Kotler, et al., 2016, p. 244). However, places 

have their residents, visitors, and investors. This is why place brand management is 

important. Market segmentation, separation, and targeting different people inside the place 

is crucial. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) since even though a unified place identity is the 

core in place branding, there might be sub-identities and this is important to notice to avoid 

the risk of homogenization of the place communications. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) This all 

comes down to the importance of building a good relationship with the customer, in this 

case, the stakeholders, since it is the producer who creates the brand, but it is the interaction 

with users that construct the brand identity (Aaker, 1996, pp. 79-84). 

With a unique place brand identity, a place is able to do three things. It is known to exist, 

differentiate the place among the competition with superior quality, and “consumption of the 

place” supports the place's objectives. In this manner, the place branding process has a 

sustainable foundation to proceed to positioning and place brand image and the brand 

identity as whole is crucial for the long-term development of a city. This is why it is 

important to understand the consequences of a place brand identity. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 

2005)  

Core and Extended Identities 

Brand identity in fact is constructed by two identities: the core identity and the extended 

identity (Figure 5). The core identity represents the pureness of a brand. It is timeless and it 

is the inner what is left when everything else is taken away. Positioning, communications, 

and even the extended identity might change during time, but core identity is resistant to 

change. This is why it is the core identity, which is essential for a brand success and purpose. 

It has the associations. The core identity should be connected with value proposition and be 

creditable and should not only be valuable but unique. (Aaker, 1996, pp. 77-79; Aaker & 

Joa) 
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Figure 5. Brand identity structure (Aaker, 1996, p. 78). 

The core identity itself cannot perform all the functions of the brand identity and this is why 

the figure 5’s outermost circle of extended identity is needed. The extended identity is the 

texture and completeness of the identity. It helps for the customer to see the brand identity, 

but it is not the core of it. Elements for extended identity can be the product itself, experience, 

pricing, or the brand personality. The company must choose which programs or 

communications are favorable for the target and which damaging the brand. A thorough 

analysis of the competition, the target market needs, the company heritage, and personality 

to the extended identity gives a brand a direction. Interestingly, the brand personality does 

not need to be in the core identity, but it can be a valuable factor in the extended identity. 

Large and personal extended identity makes a brand memorable, interesting, and relational 

and thus has a potential to be a strong brand. (Aaker, 1996, pp. 79-80) 

2.2.2 Place Brand Positioning 

Brand position shows the brand identity to the target segment. It positions the brand among 

competitors and shows the advantages the brand has over the others. Brand identity and 

brand positioning cannot be mixed since purely positioning the brand within the competition 

is not enough for brand building. (Aaker, 1996, p. 67) Both Hankinson (2004) and Kavaratzis 

& Ashworth (2005) write about positioning in the place branding process in this context. To 

position a brand in target customers’ minds is important. With product attributes it is the 

easiest but least efficient way to do it because it is also the easiest way for competitors to 

copy those attributes. Positioning can also be done with product benefits. Benefits go deeper 

than technical product attributes, a customer benefits from the use of a product such as Volvo 

associated with safety, Barcelona with sun, Finland with good education. The highest and 

most desirable positioning of a brand is when a brand is associated with beliefs and values. 

These brands rely on emotions. Tangible product attributes become less dominant, and the 
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focus is more on creating experiences, surprises, passion, and excitement with the brand. 

This kind of brand positioning creates strong engagement. (Kotler, et al., 2016, pp. 234-236) 

Lu & de Jong (2019) write about city labels and what their impact on the brand is. City 

label’s function is the same as positioning. It shows the position, the label, for the target 

group. Choosing the right labels is essential for long-term branding to succeed. City labels 

are targeted to different stakeholders or customers, and they are different aspects of the 

cities’ brand identity. The city labels must be based on the brand identity, place’s economic 

and regional position and are used to attract different industries to the region. In order to 

position and choose the right labels for a place, cooperation and relationship building is 

important.  

2.2.3 Place Brand Image 

The place brand image is the actual perception of the place brand identity and how it is 

received in reality (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). Brand image has a great impact on brand 

equity. The perceived quality and positive place image offer a place a chance to differentiate. 

Image is how customers perceive the brand and that is why communications need good 

operational management for a place brand to succeed. Image control is an important way to 

control the place brand and brand equity. Images are built based on user experiences, 

products, price, user, and quality. Communications are promises made and operations and 

user experiences are the places where those promises need to be fulfilled. Here again, the 

differentiator factor of a place plays a key role. Communication is targeted to target 

customers; thus, the unique factors of a place are communicated. This differentiates the place 

from competitors and thus gives value to target customers. (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, pp. 

9, 12-13). 

The city or place image connects the user or the resident to the cultural geography (Aaker, 

1996, pp. 79-84). Public spaces, architecture, and economic and natural environment form 

the place image and it is the result of the implementation of city labels and positioning. It is 

evident here that like visible in the figure 6, building a city image is affected by multiple 

stakeholders. Choosing the right city labels based on the right brand identity defines whether 

the brand will succeed or not. (Lu & de Jong, 2019) Even though Hankinson (2004) writes 

about ”reality”, Kavaratzis & Ashworth (2005) about ”image”, and Lu & de Jong (2019) 

about ”city image”, the main point in all of those is that it shows the true brand of a place 
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and it might not be what the identity is. Sometimes the identity is superficial, unreal, or 

something else and that is why identity and image do not match. Also, there is a possibility 

that it cannot be communicated to the target audience and thus creating the mismatch due to 

that.  

 

Figure 6. Factors impacting the place branding process (Lu & de Jong, 2019). 

 

2.2.4 Place Brand Management 

Places can be managed as systematically as products and services. Close networks, 

promotion of technological resources both in private and public sectors, business and 

technical education and attracting local entrepreneurship and investment are tools to develop 

a sustainable place brand. (Kotler, 1999; Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, p. 5) Creating a place 

brand is a continuum. It is an ongoing process of interactions with different stakeholders 

with different density creating relationships  (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) where rights 

create the roles (Aitken & Campelo, 2011).  

Brand management’s role is to manage the brand identity and thus create and nurture a 

sustainable competitive advantage (Hankinson, 2004) and in this sense internal brand 

building is also essential to ensure a coherent brand identity (Kotler, et al., 2016, p. 244). 

However, place brand management is a complex issue, and it includes nurturing not only 

relationships between the place brand and the stakeholder groups but also between other 
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stakeholders. When speaking about management of a place brand, the ownership of the place 

brand sets a challenge. In product branding it is easy to define that the corporate owns the 

brand. However, in place branding, ownership is more complex. In place branding there are 

more users, owners, and governors since the residents and private and public sectors impact 

the brand. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005)  

Over the years, multiple strategic place branding management models have been constructed 

(Hanna & Rowley, 2011). Brand management is both creative but also careful and 

sustainable maintenance. This means it is not only strategic but also tactical. (Kavaratzis & 

Ashworth, 2005) Strong brands rely on brand experience rather than short-term advertising 

campaigns to increase name recognition, brand knowledge, and brand preference, brand 

equity. Marketing is interactive and has multiple touchpoints. The importance of 

understanding and respecting the relationship between the place and its people is essential. 

People share similar perceptions, and those shared perceptions influence attitudes, values, 

and create meaning and importance. (Hanna & Rowley, 2011) This makes place branding 

more complex but also more engaging. Considering “living the brand” and having internal 

brand building are effective ways to increase brand enthusiasm. This can be extended to 

reach distributors and dealers (Kotler, et al., 2016, p. 244), in general to residents, and private 

and public sectors. 

Building a place brand is a bottom-up approach in order for it to be authentic, stakeholders’ 

engaging, and sustainable. According to the model of 4 Rs of place branding in figure 7 from 

Aitken and Campelo (2011), the dynamics and the complexity of a brand are essential to 

understand. The core of this model are the rights. Rights, roles, responsibilities, and 

relationships formulate the ownership, traditions, and ancestry of a place brand and creates 

a sense of place and formulate the ownership, traditions, and ancestry of a place brand and 

creates a sense of place. Ownership of a brand takes an important perspective in place 

branding. All elements of branding, marketing, selling, and distribution are owned by the 

brand owner. Brands are time consuming and expensive to manage and thus, the owners are 

eager to protect those. They are assets. In product branding, the ownership is clear to identify; 

it is the corporate. However, in place branding, the ownership is more complex. In place 

branding there are more users, owners, and governors. This makes places more varied as 

well as their goals. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) To define the ownership, it is a necessity 

to form a picture of the relationships, dynamics and complexity of the place. Place and 
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residents of a place own the brand since they create it as a community. Their relationship is 

genuine and strong within the place brand community. (Aitken and Campelo, 2011) 

However, it is widely recognized the need of the steering committee to manage the branding 

process. Sedra & El Bayed (2021) state that an independent association to manage the place 

brand is effective. This association is in charge of the strategy and builds and maintains a 

solid private-public relationship. That kind of relationship not only supports deep 

engagement and a coherent brand identity for both actors but also enables raising funds for 

the place brand development.  

 

Figure 7. The model of 4 Rs (Aitken and Campelo, 2011). 

The global competition of workforce has made places to promote their uniqueness (Moilanen 

& Rainisto, 2009, pp. 8, 10). The management must identify the differentiation factors, the 

distinctive assets which make marketing more effective. This is how a company, or a place 

can recognize its unique and ownable identity and ideally, brand assets represent the values 

and meaning of the company. (Naert, 2018, p. 5) Managing a brand is time-consuming. 

Negative associations with a brand are hard to change and thus brand awareness, perceived 

quality, functionality, and positive associations are extremely important to manage. (Kotler, 

2000, pp. 405-406) Thus, managing a brand is a long-term, extensive work. For that reason, 

some companies or cities outsource brand management, however, this can be seen also as a 

challenge for a sustainable place brand (Cleave et al., 2019). 

There are two different approaches to managing a brand. Short- and long-term strategies 

have different goals and different outcomes as a brand management strategy. Especially, in 

the time of online channels, management has to be aware of the differences of these two 

strategies. Short-term strategy aims to increase sales activation and aims for rational decision 

making. Online campaigns tend to focus on short-term effects and in general short-term 

campaigns will not deliver the same brand sustainability and loyalty as long-term strategy. 
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Long-term strategy aims at brand-building, sustainable growth and strong brand equity. 

Since long-term brand building aims to affect the customers’ emotions, create loyalty and 

thus, to increase brand equity, the approach has a positive effect on profit and market share. 

The long-term strategy’s goal is to build a trustworthy brand. Long-term effects have an 

influence on short-term effects to some degree. However, it is notable that even with enough 

time, short-term effects do not result as long-term effects and a short-term business strategy 

can take the brand only to a certain point.  (Bines & Field, 2013, pp. 9, 18-20.) There is 

evidence that professional place brand campaigns attract businesses, investments, high 

skilled labor, residents, and visitors. Place attractiveness is built by culture, environment, 

social development, atmosphere, and images. (Hanna & Rowley, 2011) However, traditional 

branding and short-term marketing actions do not have the necessary power to create strong 

brand equity and a sustainable place brand.  

A sustainable place branding strategy requires long-term cooperation and engagement 

towards a common objective to create an attractive place brand (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021). 

In order to build a sustainable brand, a long-term business strategy should be applied. The 

chart from Les Binet and Peter (2013) chart about how long-term brand building and short-

term activation works, is the most used demonstration of relationship of short- and long-term 

actions. Short-term sales or campaign activation raises the sales in each campaign for a 

certain time and for a certain size whereas long-term sales growth designates sustainable 

brand-building. However, Kite and Roach (2020) updated the chart as can be seen in figure 

8. In that chart sales activation starts first and as it becomes steady, the long-term brand-

building and long-term sales-growth can start. Even though this is taken from product brand 

building context, it has the same basic idea in place branding. Short-term actions do not build 

a sustainable place brand but together with the long-term strategy it is achieved. By 

combining these two strategies as one, a sustainable and powerful brand performance can be 

built. 
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Figure 8: Combining short and long-term effects to improve brand performance (Kite, 2020). 

 

2.3 Role of Stakeholders in Place Branding 

Relationships between different stakeholders and the place play a significant role in place 

branding. In this sub-chapter, firstly, the relational place branding is introduced and 

secondly, the types of different stakeholders are identified. 

2.3.1 Relational Place Branding  

Through effective relationships, the core brand, the brand identity can be extended to 

different stakeholders (Hankinson, 2004.) Without deep engagement from both public and 

private sectors, a place brand cannot succeed. Naturally, this kind of engagement is based 

on relationships. Relational theory creates the basis for a successful place brand 

management. For a place brand to succeed, it is absolutely important to understand the 

different relationships between the place and its people (Aitken & Camplo, 2020).  When 

speaking about place branding it is important to notice that the most complex differences 

between product and place branding resonate to relationships and networks. Stubbs & 

Warnaby (2015, pp. 102-103) gather the three most important differences between those 

forms of branding. Firstly, marketing of place goes deeper to the society and societal 

relations than marketing of products. Place branding is a complexity of jobs, education, and 
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social care. This is done through health and welfare systems. Infrastructure and cultural 

needs have a great importance in place marketing. Different groups have different 

attractiveness factors for places (Cleave & Arku, 2020), and thus the network of restaurants, 

shops, transport, sports, and culture facilities, creates value for a place. This is related to the 

second difference of product and place branding: the different people, groups, and 

organizations impact the place. They have different needs but also views on how a place can 

succeed. In general, marketing activities are complex. Thirdly, and most importantly, the 

stakeholders of the place have to be identified. Since a successful place brand is created by 

the engagement of different stakeholders, the stakeholders must be identified and get to 

collaborate towards a common vision. Not all stakeholders can impact the place on the same 

level, and thus the partnership with whom to collaborate is important. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 

2015, pp. 10-12)  

Place brands are complex to construct because they have multiple stakeholders involved 

(Hanna & Rowley, 2011). Hankinson (2004) sees places as relational networks. Places must 

be developed into brands where consumers are able to create a relationship. The relational 

exchange connects the brand and the stakeholder groups. In relational network brand, the 

model has the core brand in the center which is surrounded by the different stakeholder 

groups: consumers, brand infrastructure, media, and primary service. Since according to 

Hankinson (2004) the core of the brand has its personality, positioning, and reality, the 

stakeholders develop and extend the brand into reality with a progressive interaction 

(Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). Brand management is not only relationships between the 

brand and the stakeholder groups but also between other stakeholders. The stakeholders and 

their relationships are the influencers for the brand development. Both the brand 

communications and the brand experience have significant value in the relational network 

brand model. (Hankinson, 2004) According to Aharon & Alfasi (2022) interaction between 

cities in especial peripheral regions is important. The capital and resources are distributed 

unequal between places and, for example Lappeenranta has more capital, both financial and 

human, than other places in South Karelia. This is why spatial relations are basis for a 

regional cooperation in brand building. However, even though interaction is essential, it also 

guarantees the horizontal view of place branding by learning from other places (Lu & de 

Jong, 2019). In a regional context, every place is affected by at least one other place in the 

region thus highlighting the interconnectedness of places and stakeholders in place branding 

(Aharon & Alfasi, 2022). 
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Places have their history, it has its own culture, people, facilities, and infrastructure. This is 

why the marketing strategy must be developed based on what the place has not what the 

marketer wants it to be. Harrison-Walker, (2012) extended the Hankinson’s relational 

branding model (table 1) since it was seen that measurement of both the target audience and 

the marketer should be made based on accurate traits. Instead of identity, Hankinson’s model 

has reality. Harrison-Walker’s model “The Relational Branding Communication Process” 

brand reality is replaced with identity. In this model in the figure 9 the sender is the place, 

and the receiver is the target audience. Place brand has its identity, and it is the audience that 

forms the image of the place. Similarly, affect is the authentic personality that the audience 

experience from the place brand’s personality and lastly, even though place brand can 

position its place, it is the audience who ultimately positions the place in their perceptions. 

(Harrison-Walker, 2012) This addition can be seen very important in the literature since 

ultimately it is the target audience who forms the place brand image.  

 

Figure 9. The Relational Branding Communication Process (Harrison-Walker, 2012).  

 

2.3.2 Types of Stakeholders in Place Branding 

Next, different stakeholder groups will be identified as they are the loyal users of the place. 

According to Stubbs & Warnaby (2015, pp. 105-112) the stakeholder groups are residents, 

politicians, governmental organization, promotion agencies, infrastructure, and transport 

providers, cultural and sports organizations, businesses, academic organizations and schools, 

and religious organizations. Sedra & El Bayed (2021) state that the three groups of 

stakeholders are institutional actors, economic operators, and residents. Institutional actors 

are the public sector actors, municipalities, and urban communities; institutions who manage 

the place. Economic actors are the private companies that have great impact on urban life. 

As can be noted, the number of different stakeholder groups is significant. In general, the 
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stakeholders can be grouped as private and public actors and residents. The problematic issue 

with identifying stakeholders is that it is never complete and weighing their importance is 

challenging (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005).  

Residents 

Many times, the residents are not given enough attention is the place brand strategy, even 

though they can be referred as the most loyal users of the place. Many authors like Moilanen 

& Rainisto (2009) identify the people living in the place as the core of a place brand. They 

live and at the same time create the brand. This is why it is essential to actively listen and 

engage the residents of the place to the branding process. To support and encourage 

residents’ participation in place branding, participatory branding can be executed (Hudak, 

2019). Also, residents can be brand champions or brand ambassadors just like in the private 

sector or educational institutes. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021; Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015, p. 110). 

Public Sector 

Important stakeholders in place branding are the governmental bodies both regionally and 

nationally. The governmental entities build the governance strategy for places. (Lu & de 

Jong, 2019) When speaking about the public sector, it can be politicians, governmental 

organizations, education centers and schools. Like mentioned, place branding should be 

long-term-oriented and sustainable. However, the fact that in most countries such as in 

Finland, the political change through democracy happens in four-year cycles. This change 

has an impact on the strategy, finances, and perhaps for the place brand even though it is 

said that the residents create the place brand (Casidy et al., 2019). If the atmosphere and the 

environment is not favorable for a sustainable place brand building, it cannot flourish. The 

fact that politicians may have to please some stakeholder groups in order to continue the 

political career, may also have an impact on the brand. This might make the place brand dull 

or favoring one stakeholders’ group. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015, pp. 106-107) 

Schools, education centers, and universities impact the place brand. This is why they are 

seen as key stakeholders. Human capital is wanted and for example universities lure 

companies to the region since a high-skilled workforce is easily available. Additionally, 

many times universities have a positive impact on the infrastructure and academic resources. 

This is why higher education facilities are seen as a competitive advantage for a place, like 

LUT for Lappeenranta. Also, good schooling and educational establishments are seen as a 
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positive thing for a place. Strong education centers for children help companies to relocate 

themselves and their employees to a new place. Especially with global mobility this is 

helpful. International schooling attracts international talent to the region. (Stubbs & 

Warnaby, 2015) 

Sports and cultural organizations might have a great impact on the place brand (Moilanen & 

Rainisto, 2009, p. 150). The Louvre gives additional value for Paris and the national hockey 

team SaiPa similarly to Lappeenranta. However, not all places have these kinds of famous 

attraction factors but also smaller cultural and sports organizations give value to a place. 

More importantly however, they possess a great amount of knowledge of the place, its values 

and identity. Cultural and sports organizations are many times key stakeholders of a place 

because of the large number of local residents taking part in their activities. Depending on 

the place, the religious organizations can be key stakeholders as well since they can have a 

very unique view of the place and its people. Additionally, they might have an impact on the 

residents and even legislation. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) 

In many cases, the place brand fails because of lack of engagement from these kinds of 

organizations. Since all stakeholders were not included in the process and could not provide 

their insights of the place, they are not engaged. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) The mentioned 

stakeholder groups above are mostly operating in the public sector. Many times, sports and 

culture organizations and even universities in Finland are funded fully or partly with public 

funds.  Next businesses as key stakeholders in the private sector are examined. 

Private Sector 

Like said, sports and cultural operators can also be private companies, however, local 

businesses are the most important stakeholder group in the private sector for a place. In 

general, businesses can be divided into two distinctive groups: companies that have direct 

relevance or involvement in a place and companies that have indirect involvement or are 

dependent on the success of the place brand. The first group is hotels, restaurants, and shops, 

for example and the second group are manufacturing companies, factories, and large 

enterprises who employ many people in the region. It is evident that restaurants and hotels 

are directly involved and interested in creating a successful place brand. Their input develops 

the place, and their success is partly dependent on the success of the place brand. (Stubbs & 

Warnaby, 2015, p. 110) 
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The second group, the companies indirectly involved or dependent on the place brad’s 

success, is more interesting considering this research. Key employers in an area are key 

stakeholders in a region even though they do not directly impact the place brand. Because of 

that they are also harder to engage with the place brand. Because of their role as key 

employers their investment is extensive. In order to engage those businesses for place 

branding, it is important to understand their true objectives. It is evident that when a place is 

seen as attractive, people will want to live and work there, thus companies have more options 

to choose from and people have tended to stay with the company. The best option would be 

to engage the companies so tightly to the process that they became ambassadors for the place. 

That gives the expression that the place impacts on the success of the business. (Stubbs & 

Warnaby, 2015, p. 110) 

Lastly, in place branding the location matters. Infrastructure and logistics tend to influence 

on both public and private sectors and residents. For a successful place branding, it is 

essential to evaluate the infrastructure and logistics whether to leverage or change them. 

Good location gives an advantage for a place but not all places are located ideally. This is 

why transportation and infrastructure matter. However, not all places have ideal 

transportation nor infrastructure and still their brand is powerful. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) 

 

2.4 Defining Roles in Place Branding 

Different stakeholders have different rights in the society, which define the roles in place 

branding and these roles create certain responsibilities which in turn transfer to relationships 

(Aitken & Campelo, 2011). This is why, when going back to the theoretical framework, 

brand management and relational brand management were selected as key concepts of the 

research. Place brand management is about building and maintaining solid relationships 

which create engagement and commitment of different stakeholders for a successful place 

brand (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021).  

The rights in the society determine the roles for individuals and communities. Different roles 

in the society are taken by those who have the rights to them. It goes without saying that 

rights and roles create responsibility. Responsibility creates ownership and individuals and 

communities are expected to work respectively and in favor for a place. Specific rights, roles, 
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and responsibility create transparent relationships across the community and by defining 

those relationships, people are able to define their relationship with the place. They are the 

relationships that tight the society as one entity because that entity owns the place brand.  

Based on the model of 4R, the community owns and co-creates the brand. (Aitken and 

Campelo, 2011) 

 

2.4.1 Residents’ Role 

Residents are the people who create and live the place identity and is essential to understand 

residents’ point of view in the beginning (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015, p. 106). They operate 

in the environment and create the differentiator factors which highlights the brand identity. 

Residents are able to demonstrate the different identity traits of a place which can be used in 

promotion not only with targeting but also to differentiate. According to Sedra & El Bayed 

(2021) residents’ participation in the place brand engagement can be done through resident 

stories to help to associate with places. The stories have to be built into the places in order 

to be efficient. Similarly, to the DST (Hudak, 2019) the story is built into the place by 

planning, design interventions, infrastructure development and organizational structure and 

later communicating it through general attitude and through activities with promotion. 

Hudak (2019) created a digital storytelling (DST) model based on participatory theory. With 

the help of the DST model marketing facilitators support and control the residents' 

storytelling while they live the brand. The residents develop the vision into reality since 

again, it is the residents who live and create the place brand. Sharing images and stories 

causes interaction and communication within the community, and this creates engagement. 

Stories want to be shared and heard. The idea of DST is that marketing practitioners teach 

residents to tell their stories and they work as enablers in the process. The circumstances 

change and thus it is ideal to adapt the residents’ stories according to needs and desired 

outcomes. This resource can create a new dimension and change the vision into reality. The 

place is aware of its residents' needs and desires since they are openly shared based on a 

solid and transparent relationship. 
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2.4.2 The Public Sector’s Role 

Important stakeholders in place branding are the governmental bodies both regionally and 

nationally because they build the governance strategy for places. (Lu & de Jong, 2019) 

Without political support a long-term strategy for building the place brand is not possible. 

They must be engaged both in planning and implementation phases like other key 

stakeholders. (Rainisto, 2004, p. 73) The national and regional policies guide the branding 

(Lu & de Jong, 2019) and local authorities can significantly increase the regional 

attractiveness of a place if they effectively plan and implement the branding strategy 

(Barkun, et al., 2021). However, a democratic system can challenge the brand identity since 

different political parties have different goals (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005)  

Not all target groups value same things in a place. High-talented migrants appreciate 

affordable housing and good employment conditions as attractive in a place (Cleave & Arku, 

2020) whereas creative people appreciate vividness and diversity (Zenker, 2009). The 

different target segments must be taken into account when the governmental organizations 

use or work with the place brand and the branding efforts must be wider than pure traditional 

marketing with logos and slogans. Their services can positively or negatively affect the 

brand. An active support from schools, cultural and sports facilitators, transportation, and 

waste and energy facilitators is important. These kinds of relationships ensure that the brand 

is attractive but also truthful. If a place calls itself as a cultural hub, but is not in reality, the 

support from the cultural operators disappears and the brand strategy is negatively affected. 

The place will be undermined if it is not supported by the related operator. Both sports and 

culture provide high value for a place. This is why these operators are important to include 

in the strategy. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015, pp. 107-109) 

Places tended to imitate other well-known cities earlier. However, according to Lu & De 

Jong (2019) cities are now finding their own identity and brand the city based on that and 

here the local authorities are key stakeholders. Additionally, they have to identify the level 

of competition among other places and what their position is in that competition. (Barkun, 

et al., 2021) The public sector’s role in place brand identity, positioning, and image is 

significant.  But again here, the residents’ view on the place has an important role. It was 

noticed in the research from Lu & de Jong (2019) that Chinese cities tried to label themselves 

as “green”. However, since the main economy was on advanced manufacturing, the brand 
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did not succeed because it was not based on the true identity but something that the 

government wanted. This works as evidence for the fact that a brand needs to be authentic 

and follow a long-term strategy. If a brand is chosen randomly, the results are low since the 

vision is not able to become the image. It was also noticed that the city brand had to be 

coherent but with only one label targeted at the right audience.  

However, where the creative class appreciates the vividness and social life of a place 

(Zenker, 2009), according to Cleave & Arku (2020) high-talented migrants see the 

perceptions of local economy with a good possibility for employment and an affordable but 

quality housing as the most attractive factors when considering moving to a foreign place. 

This is an important notation. Governmental organizations might focus on traditional 

branding efforts like slogans and logos. According to the study these things were not as 

important as the positioning of good places to find jobs and housing. Non-creative classes 

prioritize cost efficiency. For this reason, even though a place must have a coherent brand 

and branding strategy, it must also be adaptable to target different groups to find its full 

potential. (Cleave & Arku, 2020) The role of authorities has to be extended from traditional 

marketing efforts to long-term brand building and to not only engage other stakeholders but 

engage themselves as well. In this sense, sports and cultural organizations and even religious 

organizations possess a lot of information about the place since a large amount of residents 

participate in their events. Not only is their role to acquire information from their members 

concerning the place identity and values but also their role to build the place brand is 

obvious. This is why their role is remarkable for the place brand. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) 

Schools, education centers, and universities lure not only students but also companies to the 

region. Their position as a significant stakeholders’ group for a place is remarkable. The 

education sector does not only collect a talent hub with skillful workforce and academic 

resources but indirectly they also influence the place’s infrastructure. With a good 

infrastructure a place has a good possibility to grow by attracting and maintaining new and 

future residents. The education sector goes beyond creating a talented workforce. Good and 

international schooling works as an attractive factor for a place. International schooling 

opportunities for children help local companies to acquire international workforce for their 

needs. (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) 
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2.4.3 The Private Sector’s Roles  

It is essential to engage local businesses for the brand building strategy. Both local and 

international businesses have a great impact on the credibility of a place as favorable to 

businesses to operate in. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) Businesses employ people and especially 

big companies have a big role in the place brand. Companies also attract new residents to 

the place thus companies can influence both current and future residents in the place. (Stubbs 

& Warnaby, 2015, p. 110) Companies, like residents, are able to work as place brand 

ambassadors or champions of a place. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) Additionally, businesses 

can follow the product-place branding method and by co-branding products with the place 

increase the brand equity and sales as the place is seen as a beneficial attribute to the 

products. (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) The local businesses are important in marketing 

the place is, they can contribute to the building of the place brand (Rainisto, 2004, p. 67). 

Both residents and local businesses can be used to evaluate the efforts made for the 

development of a place brand, with living conditions and business environment. This is seen 

as a valuable source of information for a long-term brand building and their role is not only 

to create the place brand but to evaluate it also. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) As visible, the 

brand building process with the private sector is interactive. The place can help the products 

and services in branding, but also the company can support and participate in building a 

unified place brand. It is important to notice here, that the local businesses’ role can have 

significant value for the place brand through business networks and their stakeholders.  

Especially in the public sector’s marketing, sometimes the employees do not have the 

necessary skills for marketing since it might not be their primary role. This is why promotion 

and branding activities might be outsourced to an outside promotion agency to the public 

sector. This kind of approach enables the local officers to concentrate on their primary duties 

and it is seen to increase place brand credibility and validation. However, it is seen 

problematic that consultants come outside the community, and this is why high-expertise 

and clearly defined tasks are seen favorable for a long-term place brand to succeed with 

outsourced branding which will help to differentiate in the competition. (Cleave et al., 2019) 

Hudak’s (2019) DST model was tested with residents. In the model, the public and private 

actors are seen more as members and enablers of discussion and support of the projects and 

enhancing and maintaining engagement and enthusiasm among residents. The role of a good 
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and open relationship between the residents and the private public sectors is markable. There 

are three stages in this model how marketing facilitators from public and private sectors can 

help the branding process. Firstly, to raise the discussion by organizing workshops and 

guiding the discussion to desirable outcomes. A common goal of the place brand is to be set. 

Secondly, to provide support to make the individual stories into a place brand narrative and 

thirdly, provide long-term support for evaluating and adapting the resident stories into the 

place brand. The voices of residents should be supported throughout the process and the DST 

model is a powerful resource. This resource can create a new dimension and change the 

vision into reality. The place is aware of its residents' needs and desires since they are openly 

shared based on a solid and transparent relationship. DST projects to succeed, cooperation 

with all stakeholders is needed. However, the government agencies, businesses, or 

community organizations can participate in any stage of the DST process as individuals 

sharing their individual story as part of the organization or business. Additionally, the public 

and private sectors may participate in brand building with financial or technical support.  

 

2.5 Challenges in Place Branding Engagement 

Globalization has forced places to come up with innovative solutions to attract not only 

visitors but residents. Finding the attraction factor and differentiate in the global competition 

between places has made local stakeholders to engage to a common objective in order to 

differentiate and position their place among competition. The common objective, the brand 

vision, have to comply with the place identity. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) Even though the 

disengagement can take place in both planning and implementation phases, the risk of doing 

so decreases if the stakeholders are engaged tightly in the planning phase (Zenker & Erfgen, 

2014). When building a place brand, the most essential part is cooperation. However, it also 

needs integration and coordination. Additionally, financial resources must be secured and 

long-term, political engagement and cooperation, agreed identity, value experts, and public 

and private sectors’ cooperation helps the process. (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, p. 11) 

Next, the drivers and inhibitors for a successful place brand are presented based on 

stakeholder-centered factors and place brand identity-centered factors. Much of the literature 

compares place branding with corporate branding and stakeholders’ engagement comparable 

with employee brand engagement however, stakeholder-centered view does not resemble 
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employee brand engagement in the corporate context. This view has unique characteristics 

of different drivers and inhibitors, such as internal issues, conflicting priorities, match or 

mismatch of place brand value, and political issues. The central drivers and inhibitors are 

visible in figure 10. The drivers and inhibitors can originate from the stakeholders’ 

organizations but also inside the stakeholders’ organizations. The place brand identity-

centered drivers and inhibitors originate from the place brand identity itself. The drivers or 

inhibitors can be the place brand management organization’s (PBMO) leadership, place 

brand champions, place brand value, resource constraints, and political issues. (Casidy, et 

al., 2019) 

 

 

Figure 10. Drivers and inhibitors in national stakeholder engagement with place brand 

identity. (Modified from Casidy, et al., 2019). 
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2.5.1 Drivers for Place Brand Engagement 

Stakeholder-centered drivers 

Casidy et al. (2019) identified the drivers for national stakeholders’ engagement with place 

brand identity´s implementation phase. Stakeholder-centered focus highlights the 

importance of previous relationships. A positive existing working experience is driving 

towards engagement which drives to strong place brand engagement. Previous cooperation 

in business even in small amounts with different level of staff is seen as a driver in 

engagement. Overall, trust is seen as a positive factor for building a place brand identity. 

Trusting that both sides are the expert of their own industry creates trust which in turn drives 

to engagement. Finding a common path which suits to both parties, is essential. When both 

parties understand the importance of a unified place brand, the engagement is high. Moilanen 

& Rainisto (2009, pp. 23-25) continue the subject by writing about the importance of good 

public-private partnership. Good public-private partnerships not only engage the 

stakeholders on a long-term but also help to finance the place brand projects. This helps the 

brand to create a needed mass for supporting the place brand.  

If an organization was involved in the pre-branding the place brand identity, more likely they 

also engaged to the rebranding implementation. Organization’s vision, values, and 

personality have to match with the brand building organization. If the place brand identity is 

considered as congruent with the stakeholder organization’s brand identity, the engagement 

increases also in the implementation phase since place brand congruity is important for 

stakeholders’ engagement (Casidy, et al., 2019). Even though place branding goes further 

than just traditional logos and slogan (Cleave, et al., 2019) and traditional marketing efforts 

are not seen as important than the communication of other factors like good employment 

opportunities (Cleave & Arku, 2020) and social life (Schade, et al. 2018), however, Casidy 

et al. (2019) refer on their research to the importance of visual components of place brand 

identity. Visual presentation of the place brand identity is seen as one of the key factors in 

the level of engagement. If the place brand is a fit for the organization, the cost related to it 

are not seen as impactful as non-related place brand identities. Identifiable visual elements 

like colors, and logos are seen as positive engaging factors. 
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Place brand identity drivers 

Place brand identity-centered drivers include the place brand management organization’s 

leadership, place brand champions, place brand value. Like already mentioned in this study, 

branding needs management and direction. This also has a key role in engagement. Even 

though many literatures see the bottom-up approach as a best alternative in place branding 

(Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005), on a national level top-down leadership is seen more 

powerful. The top-down model is seen as a positive approach and important in initiating the 

place brand process. The roles to manage and engage stakeholders is seen as advocacy. The 

top-down leadership added to a high level of communication also indicate commitment from 

the managing organization. Communicating and targeting right stakeholders with right brand 

messages is engaging and efficient in place brand identity. Strong leadership is needed 

throughout the whole place brand identity process. This include not only monitoring the use 

of elements and other factors but also maintaining and strengthening the relationships. 

Communicating and engaging programs are seen as the most valuable engagement factors. 

(Casidy, et al., 2019) The top-down leadership style in implementing a place brand is 

effective also in regional level. Even though the brand identity comes from the place, there 

is a need for strong steering committee for managing that process. (Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) 

In addition, to the role of good leadership in an effective place brand engagement, 

government agencies, primary stakeholders, and industry associations can effectively act as 

place brand champions. Like Sedra & El Bayed (2021) and Stubbs & Warnaby (2015, p. 

110), also Casidy, et al. (2018) mention the role of brand champions as a driver for a place 

brand. Brand champions are mostly used in corporate branding but seen effective also in 

place branding and seen as an engagement driver. Brand champions can indicate concrete 

ways how stakeholders can support the brand identity building and also address the key 

inhibiting factors in the cooperation process. This kind of supportive action also encourages 

other stakeholders to engage with the project. Using brand champions in place branding is 

efficient especially, when the champions are international businesses. The place brand has 

good potential to grow brand awareness through their existing networks. (Moilanen & 

Rainisto, 2009, p. 24) 

Importantly, not only the stakeholders’ engagement is important but the place brand 

managing organization must show engagement to the project as well. This is done with 

effective leadership and communication but also governmental cooperation and metrics that 
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show the value of the place brand identity for the organization drives engagement. There are 

two types of categories concerning value: practical / functional and symbolic / emotional.  

Businesses and organizations cooperating with a place brand managing organization can 

offer international visibility, differentiation possibilities, access to additional marketing and 

branding channels, or even to international markets but this again is a two-way stream. Also, 

the place brand itself can offer additional value for businesses as it can benefit from the 

place’s favourable image. (Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, pp. 24-26) 

Matching values, relationships, and vision, and mission are seen as great factors for a 

successful engagement. This leads to the fact that, like already stated, the visual identity 

cannot be neglected when building a place brand and common visual elements are seen as 

important factors for driving stakeholders’ engagement also in this perspective. (Casidy, et 

al., 2019) Good relationships, open communication, and good leadership is the best way to 

find common values, vision, and mission. (Pitäisikö olla esim Moilanen ja rainisto tai 

Hankinson, 2004?) However, it is notable that even though some elements are seen as 

drivers, they can also be inhibitors in another context. Pre-existing relationships, trust, place 

brand congruity, leadership, and brand value can also be inhibitors. This is why it is 

important to have a comprehensive picture of the strategy and its stakeholders since the 

views of the stakeholders can vary on a large scale depending on the context. Additionally, 

it must be stated that a stakeholder may be engaged without showing any specific 

engagement behavior. (Casidy, et al., 2019) Next, the place brand engagement inhibitors are 

presented.  

 

2.5.2 Inhibitors for Place Brand Engagement 

Stakeholder-centered inhibitors 

For stakeholders’ engagement there are mainly three key inhibitors: lack of resources, 

internal issues, and conflicting priorities (Casidy, et al., 2019). However, firstly it must be 

stated that the danger in place branding is in underestimating stakeholders’ value. It is 

difficult for an outsider to realize the depth that many stakeholders’ impacts and are impacted 

by the place brand. An open relationship and cooperation between the governmental 

department and the key stakeholders, are the keys to success. It is hard to build and maintain 
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a brand which is not supported by all stakeholders. They are not engaged. (Stubbs & 

Warnaby, 2015) Overall, the underestimation of the challenges and long-term approach 

concerned with place branding has many times a negative impact which leads to 

disengagement (Cleave et al., 2019). 

Key inhibitor for place brand engagement is resources. Building a unified place brand is seen 

important however, companies prioritize their own interests firstly. The lack of resources 

does not only indicate funding but also human resources and time. Engaging to a place brand 

is seen as costly in all mentioned aspects and stakeholders are not prioritizing their budgets 

to include the place brand message. The corporate’s own message is seen to be the key factor 

where to use the assigned budget. As a concrete example of lack of resources is re-designing 

the graphics for a company to correspond to the place bran visual elements. Limited 

resources create an environment where priorities conflict. Especially, if a company consider 

their brand as an independent brand or superior to the place brand, the engagement is very 

low, and it is seen as distracting the stakeholder’s own brand. This creates the conflict of 

prioritizing. (Casidy, et al., 2019) 

There might also be a conflict in prioritizing the re-branding initiative within the 

organizations. Some members of the organization might see the unified place brand identity 

important whereas some members prioritize the organization’s own brand identity. This can 

happen even though an organization was part of the development process however, leaving 

the project in the implementation phase. This inhibits the engagement and will prevent the 

new place brand identity to develop. Additionally, if the visual elements of the place brand 

are seen too distinctive from the stakeholder’s own visual elements, it inhibits the 

engagement. Also, stakeholders might see that the place brand identity both with visual and 

non-visual elements is too vague and does not present the stakeholder’s organization or 

residents’ identity, values, or visual elements. This being stated, it is evident that the place 

brand congruity can be both a driver and an inhibitor. (Casidy, et al., 2019) 

Whereas positive pre-existing working relationship are enhancing stakeholders’ 

engagement, a negative working experience is seen as a key factor inhibiting the 

engagement. Reasons for negative experiences might be that the brand builder lacks the 

understanding of the stakeholder’s industry. Some stakeholders might also feel that the brand 

building is focusing only on some key industries and companies neglecting based on 

location, for example. Lack of trust is seen as a strong factor for disengagement even though 
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stakeholders being part of the development phase. Unified place brand identity is seen as a 

positive thing or a nice thing to do but in reality, some stakeholders are not willing to 

implement due to costs or prioritizing their own brand and its interests. (Casidy, et al., 2019) 

Residents can also be inhibitors. If there is lack of engagement, firstly, it must be investigated 

why there is a lack of engagement for the resident city. This can be caused by the fact that a 

resident is not originally from that place or even not from the country. Secondly, a place can 

support to make the residents enthusiastic about the place. This can be done with different 

kinds of programs and campaigns like the DST model, which support the positive findings 

of a place. (Hudak, 2019; Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015, pp. 105-106) 

Place brand identity inhibitors 

Lack of leadership and interaction is preventing engagement. If the place brand managing 

organization does not take the lead and maintain the relationship, the stakeholders lose their 

interest and feel undervalued. There might be will for engagement but if the place brand 

organization does not take the lead, stakeholders feel undervalued which leads to 

disengagement. Lack of brand values can also work as an inhibitor. If the place brand values 

do not resonate with the stakeholder’s values, the engagement will not happen. (Casidy, et 

al., 2019) An effective brand identity is based on specified strengths, values, and vision. If 

the brand identity is not comprehensively understood and supported internally, it will be 

impossible to communicate it externally. (Aaker, 1996, p. 67)   

Lack of resources is not only an inhibitor factor for stakeholders but also when place brand 

identity building is lacking funding it is seen as an inhibitor. It signals weak engagement 

from the place brand managing organization to the stakeholders and uncertainty in long-term 

as worth of investing. Funding concerns also the number of staff related with the project. 

(Casidy, et al., 2019) An example from the public sector is that the public officers lack 

resources and time for a comprehensive branding process. (Cleave, et al., 2019) 

The macroenvironment at its worst, can have an inhibiting factor. Internal politics and 

administrative activities can prevent the engagement with differing views and with the fact 

that the government changes making a long-term place brand building challenging. This 

naturally has an impact on the engagement. The complexity of promoting a place brand rises 

when governmental issues are discussed. Different governmental divisions might want to 

bring diverse or even contradictory aspects in promoting a place and different governments 
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want different things. This makes the place brand identity inconsistent and challenging to 

engage with. (Casidy, et al., 2019) Relocating international talent is however, contradictive. 

Some governments are reluctant welcoming highly skilled workforce to a country, and it can 

divide both the government’s and also the residents’ opinions. For this reason, it might need 

a strategic change in mindsets of those stakeholders. (Silvanto & Ryan, 2014) This also 

resonates with residents’ resistance to change. It has been identified that also residents can 

be inhibitors for the place brand engagement and development but naturally, residents can 

be also very engaged and enthusiastic towards the place. (Hudak, 2019) 

The natural environment impacts the brand and social branding can be considered as an 

inhibitor for place branding. When branding small places like South Karelia discrimination 

may prevent the place brand to become international. Discrimination can be ethnic or racial 

but ultimately it comes down to the fact that people who come outside the community is 

hard to integrate to the society. This is especially challenging when the place has small 

number of residents. Even though both the public and private sectors were willingly to 

integrate foreigners to the place, if the residents are not engaged and willing to do so, there 

is a big risk that the person leaves the place due to discrimination. There is a mismatch 

between the brand identity and brand image. Social change can be supported by encouraging 

and facilitating environmentally sustainable behavior and practices across wide segment of 

the population. Brand promise cannot be something else than it actually is. (Jansson, 2012) 

Cleave et al., (2019) state that outsourcing place branding is advisable. However, what is 

seen as an inhibitor with external promotion agencies is that they lack in-depth knowledge 

of the place. The lack of knowledge regarding the place brand identity causes the place brand 

to be superficial or even mimicking other place brands. However, public officers see that 

they lack resources since it is not their main task and outsourced branding creates credibility 

and validation. It is also seen that it is valuable to get an outsider’s opinion of the place and 

how they see the place. It is important to notice here that there is no consensus between the 

consultants and public officers whether outsourced branding is needed. On the one hand, 

consultants see they have high expertise in the branding process compared to public officers 

and a branding process is a complex issue which needs high skills. However, on the other 

hand, public officers see that external consultants can only provide short-term branding 

actions because they do not know the place, its people, and its culture. This is why 
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outsourcing place branding can be a driver or an inhibitor for a place brand. (Cleave et al., 

2019) 

2.6 Place Branding for International Talent Acquisition 

As different stakeholder groups and their roles in place branding have been identified, the 

research of the place branding literature is now delimited to international talent attraction. 

As it also was identified that there is a strong competition over international highly skilled 

workers and that there is a research gap in the research of how place branding can affect the 

acquisition of international talent to different countries. The soft and hard pull factors for a 

place are gone through since these factors have a high role in the international talent 

acquisition processes and they also contribute to the brand value proposition. Despite the 

research gap, some models are already made to evaluate the place brand impact on attracting 

international talent. To get an overview of the models, some of these models are presented 

in this chapter.  

2.6.1 Value proposition and hard and soft pull factors 

Brands aim to provide value to their customers. An effective value proposition is based on 

brand identity, and it creates a relationship with the customer and works as a purchase driver 

or as a decision of a working destination. Value proposition is formed by brand’s functional, 

emotional, self-expressive and costs benefits (figure 11). The functional benefits are the most 

visible but the most imitable benefits that a brand can offer to its customers since they 

provide utility value. The emotional benefits many times have the strongest brand identity. 

For example, a student in Lappeenranta might feel safe. It means that a brand creates positive 

emotions when using the brand and this kind of emotional value added to functional benefits 

for a brand is a signal of high brand equity since it creates depth and various levels for the 

brand usage. Self-expressive attributes are the brands that can help the customers to express 

themselves through the brand. In all, the aim is to create a personal customer relationship. In 

general, self-expressive emotions focus on the future and aspiration, self-image, are 

permanent, and are based on the idea of “I am, because I use”. Lastly, price affects the value 

proposition. If the cost is too high compared to the value, it impairs the value proposition 
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even though a high price can be a signal of high quality. (Aaker, 1996, pp. 84-89; Aaker & 

Joachimstrahler, 2000, pp. 78-79) 

 

 

 

Figure 11: The value proposition model (Aaker, 1996, p. 88). 

Place brands have soft and hard pull factors. According to Rainisto (2004, pp. 66-67) the 

hard pull factors are the place’s infrastructure, economic stability, productivity, expenses, 

local networks, and strategic locations. The soft factors are the spirit of the place, 

entrepreneurship- and innovativeness-orientation, traditions, quality of life, culture, 

leadership, resilience (joustavuus), and dynamism. Especially, the soft pull factors are way 

to differentiate nowadays since many places are able to imitate the hard pull factors of a 

successful place (Naert, 2018). Many times, the soft pull factors are unique and thus a way 

to differentiate in the competition.  

 

Relocation branding and thus place branding requires multidimensional thinking and 

understanding of the needs of the possible residents. It is a complex issue with different 

challenges when different destinations are evaluated based on its assets. (Silvanto & Ryan, 

2014) To support this kind of multidimensional thinking and relational thinking, the soft and 

pull factors can be categorized based on the benefits of the value proposition. Functional 

benefits are economic stability, the infrastructure, economic stability, productivity, 

expenses, local networks, and strategic locations which are the hard pull factors. The soft 

factors, the emotional benefits are the spirit of the place, entrepreneurship and 

innovativeness-orientation, traditions, quality of life, culture, leadership, resilience, 
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dynamism, (and lastly, professional marketing skills in finding the differentiator factor). 

Further on, the self-expressive benefits are how a person can express her or himself in a 

place and the place represents what a person is or wishes to become. For example, in South 

Karelia a person can relate to a nature loving person due to the lake Saimaa and closeness of 

nature.  

 

However, no matter how strategically well-planned and managed a place brand is, place 

branding may be implicit (epäsuora) and explicit and many times since the place brand is in 

many cases influenced by implicit branding (Cleave & Arku, 2020). The place brand 

management needs extensive cooperation with private businesses and the higher education 

institutes ensure the place has critical mass to support and develop the place (Rainisto, 2004, 

p. 67). However, since the competition between cities is getting intense, cities must find their 

uniqueness and what makes them distinctive among other competitors. This is why the 

entrepreneurial aspect is getting a footstep in city branding. (Lu & de Jong, 2019) 

 

2.6.2 Important factors affecting the moving decision for international talents 

The most advanced economies have started to use place branding to attract talented and well-

educated people to live in their country, city, or region. The problem with aging population, 

population centralizing to large cities in the regions, and changing economic base are 

especially challenging for small and mid-sized cities in advanced economies. Attracting 

highly skilled immigrants, a place can grow its population and workforce capacity. This 

ensures the place’s strategic economic development. There is already evidence that 

traditional branding effort does not play the key role here, but the branding has to go deeper 

to different soft and hard pull factors with strategic choices which are targeted to right 

audiences. (Cleave & Arku, 2020) 

 

The Global Talent Competitiveness Index (GTCI) evaluates the attractiveness of different 

cities and countries to work and live in. The five pillars are enable, attract, grow, retain, and 

be global. Enable refers to demand. First of all, a place needs to have demand for 

international talent. Without that there is no point in building a place brand to attract 

international talent. Attract refers to factors of good quality of life. This means that place has 

factors that are seen as factors within a target group that they see good factors for good life. 
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Place also need good networks and growth opportunities, and these are part of the pillar 

“growth”. Even though some places have good attractive factors, some places cannot retain 

the talent. (INSEAD, 2022) For example, South Karelia and Lappeenranta attract students 

globally, but after graduation they leave the place (Regional Council of South Karelia, 2021). 

For this reason, the factors for retaining talent are important for a place to grow that the 

socio-economic factors meet the demand. Lastly, ”be global” refers to a place’s possibilities 

to global integration. (INSEAD, 2022) 

 

Cleave & Arku (2020) state also that there is a gap in how place branding influences 

immigration. They formed a seven-factor model of what international talent sees important 

when evaluating different cities to work and live in. The seven factors model includes 

promotional efforts, recreation and natural environment, local culture, urbanity, housing, 

local economy, social offerings. Based on this research, the most valued positive factors for 

a place are housing and local economy. This means that the cost and quality of housing as 

well as the business premises impact the decision. In addition, economic conditions, quality 

employment opportunities, and the future of the economy has a great role on the decision. 

Cultural diversity and opportunities also impact the decision but not as greatly as the 

previous two factors. These factors have the strongest impact on the place brand since here 

again, the promotional efforts of a place have weak significance. A place brand to succeed 

in the minds of international talent, a place should position itself as a good place to encounter 

a suitable job and affordable but quality housing. This highlights again the need to target the 

brand message to the right audience since it appears that, for example, recreation is not seen 

as important as the economic conditions.  

 

Schade et al., (2018) evaluated the moving criteria for international talent based on five city 

brand benefits. The benefits are “cost efficiency”, “job chances”, “social life”, “recreation”, 

and “self-brand connections”. In contrary to Cleave & Arku’s conclusion, in this research 

cost efficiency or job chances do not play a significant role in international talent attraction 

as a place benefit. According to the writers this is because the group tends to earn over the 

average and have a high possibility of finding attractive work. Interestingly, social attributes 

play the key role. Good possibilities for social life and interaction with other people are the 

most positive place brand attributes for highly skilled workers. Self-brand connections are 

also relevant since people want to identify with the city. This again makes the place brand 
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identity central. The place brand must be created using the bottom-up model since otherwise 

it is not what it really is about. Lastly, opportunities for recreation are valued. Parks, green 

areas, open spaces or lakes are seen as positive attributes affecting the moving decision. It is 

evident that depending on the target group, the brand attributes can be different. A river can 

be an attribute that impacts the moving decision. (Schade, et al., 2018) For South Karelia, 

this could be lake Saimaa.  

In 2014 Silvasto & Ryan identified the five key vision drivers for international talent 

mobility based on the existing literature and they are in line with the recent research. They 

identified that employment, economic dynamics and opportunities; cultural diversity and 

inclusiveness; clear immigration policies and effective governance; concentration of talent 

and ethnic networks; and quality of life and lifestyle are the drivers that impact the moving 

decision. Silvanto & Ryan again highlight the importance of targeting the message according 

to the target group’s needs when building an attractive place brand. However, different driver 

sets cannot contradict one another. The message must be credible and adaptable. This 

framework is suitable for economic policy makers, private industry, higher education, the 

public sector, industry groups, and society.  

Silvanto & Ryan (2018) modified their model to be compatible with today’s society. The 

new vision drivers are employment and economic opportunity, cultural diversity, clear 

immigration policies, professional and ethnic networks, and quality of life. In this study 

employment and economic opportunities are seen as the most positive factors for a place. 

Good job prospects that are well-paid are seen attractive for people who are willing to leave 

their home countries. A place should focus on a few things when attracting international 

talent instead of a holistic framework application. 
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Figure 12. Place attractiveness tool (Barkun, et al., 2021). 

Barkun et al. (2021) combined the models of INSEAD (2022) and Silvanto & Ryan (2018) 

in figure 12 to compare different regions within a country. When branding countries, regions 

within the country can vary significantly. However, based on the research, regions are 

independently attractive and not affected by neighboring regions based on the elaborated 

model. Considering the closeness of Russia, this can be seen as a positive research result for 

South Karelia. Russian’s recent political actions have made it an unattractive companion and 

the country is facing several restrictions in trade and travel and especially the region of South 

Karelia has been negatively impacted of it. Additionally, Finland’s entry to NATO creates 

safety to the region.  

It is evident in the picture below, that even though the factors vary, they have similarities. 

Roughly they can be divided into soft and hard pull factors. Employment, economic, and 

housing factors are hard factors and social life, recreations and quality of life, and self-brand 

connections are soft factors. The research results are a bit contradictory since Schade et al. 

(2018) write that cost efficiency and job chances are not seen important in attracting 

international talent, but the soft pull factors are. This might be because the respondents were 

already living in a foreign country and 84 % were employed by an organization, meaning 

they earned a steady income. Another crucial point is that international talents who live in 

Finland highlight both hard and soft pull factors. They see standard of living in Finland 

attractive but also nature and the balance between work and private life are important. 

Additionally, families especially appreciate the public services. (Pitkänen, et al., 2023) The 

research focusing on highly talented and educated, non-creative immigrants, highlights the 
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hard pull factors. Good career opportunities, and reasonable housing are seen as key drivers 

to move to a foreign destination. These are the factors that a place should promote when 

attracting international talent to a certain place but depending on the target, soft pull factors 

should also be promoted. 
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3. Research Design and Methods 

In this chapter the research design and context of the research are explained. First, the 

research context, South Karelia, is introduced with basic information and figures related to 

inhabitants and economy. Then the distinctiveness of the region is presented, and lastly, the 

current state of international talent in the region is explained. After that the chapter moves 

to research method, sample selection, data collection analysis methods, and lastly it explains 

the data reliability and validity. 

3.1 South Karelia as a Research Context 

The research context is the region of South Karelia. This region was selected for the research 

context due to its similar challenges with other peripheral areas in Finland who are struggling 

with the changing population dynamics. Like other small, inhabited regions in Finland, also 

the population in this region is decreasing, ageing, and centralizing to big cities. 

Lappeenranta was the only city in the region that increased its resident amount last year. 

South Karelia needs new and innovative ways to increase the population and the vitality of 

the place. According to the local governmental act, the Regional Council of South Karelia is 

the official authority who is responsible for developing the area. 

South Karelia is a region on the border of Russia in the South-East of Finland. It is formed 

from nine municipalities and in total the region has 125,128 inhabitants in 2023. The biggest 

municipality by the population is Lappeenranta (72,675 inhabitants) and the second Imatra 

(25,234 inhabitants). Then comes Ruokolahti, Parikkala, Taipalsaari, Luumäki, Savitaipale, 

Rautjärvi, and Lemi which all have less than 5,000 inhabitants. The natural increase in the 

population is negative, – 85 people and the net immigration is 81. The dependency ration is 

70.1 and it is estimated to increase in the future. The employment rate of the population is 

68.3 % which is approximately 5 % less than on the average in Finland. The economic 

dependency ratio is 158.9 which has decreased from the previous year. The private sector 

employs 67.1 % of the workforce and there were 63.7 enterprises per 1,000 people. In 

Finland the percentage is 80.3 per 1,000 people. The total turnover for enterprises was € 

8.865 billion, however, notable is that like in many regions the capital is not spread equally 

(Lu & de Jong, 2019). In South Karelia, enterprises’ turnover in Lappeenranta was € 5.6 
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billion, in Imatra € 2.5 billion, and in contrary € 0.0 billion in Lemi. The rest is spread 

between other municipalities between € 0.1 to € 0.4 billion. There is a severe mismatch in 

the labor market since there are 14.4 % unemployment rate but also shortage of workforce. 

Students tend to move away from South Karelia after graduation. (Regional Council of South 

Karelia, 2021) (Regional Council of South Karelia, 2023) Most of the enterprises are retail 

businesses, however, according to the turnover, the main industry in South Karelia is the 

heavy industry focusing on process industry especially in the forest industry. The forest 

industry has expanded due to the rise of bioeconomy and large multinationals such as UPM, 

Stora Enso, and Metsä Board are operating in the region.  

 

 

 

Picture xxx. Municipalities of South Karelia and its location (Regional Council of South 

Karelia, 2023). 

3.1.1 Distinctiveness of South Karelia 

What makes the South Karelian region different from other distant regions in Finland, is the 

location of LUT university and LAB university of applied sciences in Lappeenranta. LUT 

was globally ranked in top 10 for climate actions (LUT University, 2022), it is in the top 11 

of world’s small universities, and in the top 350 all universities in the Times Higher 

Education rankings. LUT is especially known for the research of renewable technology, 
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actions for climate change, and finding sustainable engineering solutions. (LUT University, 

n.d.). The South Karelian level of education in the population is increasing and 32.5 % of 

the 25 to 34-year-olds have a higher degree education (Regional Council of South Karelia, 

2021). There are 96 different nationalities in the campus area and 6,500 students and 

professionals are working on the campus by lake Saimaa. (LUT, Lappeeranta Campus, n.d.) 

This creates an international atmosphere in the region.  

Lake Saimaa, its archipelago, and forests create a special characteristic to the region. Even 

though there are thousands of lakes in Finland, is the lake Saimaa one of the biggest in 

Europe. People appreciate nature and tend to spend their free time outdoors and South 

Karelia is aiming to be carbon neutral by 2030. Over half of the 20 to 64-year-olds feel that 

their quality of life is good. (Regional Council of South Karelia, 2023) This creates an 

opportunity to South Karelia to brand the soft pull factors of the region since there is a lot of 

opportunities for recreation and good quality of life. Additionally, the cost of living is lower 

than in Helsinki, Turku, or Tampere which are the growth centers of Finland. This creates 

the possibility to also brand the hard pull factor of cost of living. 

 

One differentiation factor for South Karelia has been the collaboration with Russia. As it is 

visible in the Regional Program of South Karelia between the years 2022-2025, much of the 

growth possibilities for local businesses and tourism relay on the cooperation with Russia 

(Regional Council of South Karelia, 2021). However, due to the war in Ukraine all trade and 

cooperation has been suspended (Regional Council of South Karelia, Suspension of c, n.d.). 

This has had a serious impact on the operations in the area. Not only tourism is affected by 

the suspension but also businesses of all sizes from brick-and-mortar stores to forest and 

technology enterprises. Due to the war, South Karelia has been forced to find new growth 

opportunities with new partners.  

However, Finland is full of forests and lakes and North Karelia has also a university and a 

university of applied sciences. The core of the differentiation factor for South Karelia is to 

combine the local businesses, nature, and LUT and LAB. Over 80 % of the produced energy 

in South Karelia is renewable energy (Regional Council of South Karelia, 2021). The 

Greenreality Network focuses on sustainability and a green future together with local 

businesses, municipalities, research and education institutes, and residents. With a business-

driven orientation, it is an energy and environmental network which creates growth and new 
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business opportunities. (Greenreality, 2023) Focusing on sustainable and innovative energy 

and environment development and utilization, with the combination of the Greenreality 

Network and the respect and enjoyment of the nature, is a way to find the way to be 

distinctive in the global competition of workforce.  

3.1.2 International Talent in South Karelia 

In 2021 6.8 % of the population in South Karelia were foreign-language speakers whereas 

in the region of Helsinki, Uusimaa, 15.5 % were foreign-language speakers. As it is visible 

in the figure 13, the percentage of the foreign-language speakers is increasing both in South 

Karelia and in Uusimaa. It is also visible that South Karelia is far behind of locating 

foreigners to the region and LUT and LAB are working as a pull factor to the region since 

especially Lappeenranta is increasing the percentage compared to other municipalities. 

(Statistic Finland, 2022) In 2020, 8 % of LUT students were foreigners and 44 % of the 

doctoral students. LAB has 12 % of its students’ foreigners. (Regional Council of South 

Karelia, 2021) However, Imatra seems to be luring foreigners and Taipalsaari which is 

known for its beautiful archipelago and landscape, has started to attract as well. (Statistic 

Finland, 2022) Over half of the foreign-language speakers spoke Russian as their first 

language following the speakers of Estonian, Arabic, Thai, and Turkish. Foreign-language 

speakers are represented in all age classes, but the biggest group is in working age. In 2019 

the unemployment rate among foreigners was 9.2 % in South Karelia which is the 5th highest 

percentage in Finland. Entrepreneurship among foreigners is relatively high since 15.7 % 

had started their own business by the end of 2018.  
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Figure 13: The percentage of foreign-language speakers in South Karelia and its 

municipalities and Uusimaa (Statistic Finland, 2022). 

Municipalities in South Karelia see internationalization as a positive approach for the future 

(EKSOTE, 2022). The Regional Council of South Karelia who is the responsible body to 

develop the area, state in their regional program for the years 2022-2025 that by accessibility, 

digital power, experimental culture, and internationalization the goal of smart specialization 

can be reached. Smart specialization means that the region will focus on four issues. Firstly, 

the focus will be on renewable energy and businesses. Secondly, the area will be the 

forerunner in the green transition. Thirdly, since there is evidence that culture plays a 

significant role in resident retention as a soft pull factor (Rainisto, 2004), also the experience 

economy will have more focus on building an attractive South Karelia. Fourthly, the welfare 

and social services will be user-oriented with easy access. (Regional Council of South 

Karelia, 2021) 

At the moment, there is no international or English-speaking schools in South Karelia. 

However, the need has been recognized by LUT and local companies. According to them, 

lack of international schooling is preventing the international high-talented workforce from 

coming to the region. The Finnish language in schools is seen as an obstacle for international 

children adapting to the region. However, Lappeenranta is exploring the opportunities for an 

international school in Lappeenranta to increase the attractiveness of the region and to ease 

the adaptation process for the families (Väisänen, 2023). South Karelia is investing in 
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increasing the internationalization of the area and developing processes and areas which 

enable internationalization. 

3.2 Research Method 

This research follows qualitative research method. Nowadays, there is no consensus among 

the business economics society whether the research should be based on qualitative or 

quantitative data, and both are equally used (Koskinen, et al., 2005, pp. 15-16). Generally 

said, the difference between those two methods is that quantitative research is based on 

numeric values where different variables are compared in order to find the relationships and 

those relationships are analyzed using statistical techniques. Qualitative research focuses on 

words and images and finds relationships and meanings from those. (Saunders, et al., 2019, 

pp. 178-179) The goal for qualitative research is to increase awareness of a certain 

phenomenon for a company or an organization by analyzing the qualitative data. Similar to 

both of these research methods, qualitative and quantitative, is that there must occur a 

frequency of observations and the results must be justified and verified. (Koskinen, et al., 

2005, pp. 16, 30)  

Most qualitative research is associated with Action Research, Case Study Research, 

Grounded Theory, and Narrative Inquiry (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 180). Even though this 

research could be categorized as case study research, South Karelia being the case, this 

research is simply qualitative research studying the relational place branding in South 

Karelia as a phenomenon. The nature of the research is descriptive since the purpose of this 

study is to produce an accurate profile of the relational place branding in South Karelia in 

the spring of 2023. In other cases, the purpose could also be an event, or a person. The main 

research question as well as the data collection questions were descriptive starting with 

question words “who”, “what”, “where?”, and “how” (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 187).  

According to Silverman (2014) there are four different characteristics that can be identified 

with qualitative research. Firstly, qualitative research is analyzed in the end by individual 

cases. Cases are presented as diary perceptions and observations, interview statements, or 

text passages. Interaction with individual observation has an important role in this research 

method. Secondly, the research analyzes the individual cases from their perspective. For 

example, in this research the view of the relational place brand is analyzed based on the 

views of the stakeholders from private and public sectors in South Karelia. Thirdly, like this 
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research, many times, qualitative research is inductive. In inductive approach, the theory is 

formed based on the collected data. (Koskinen, et al., 2005, pp. 233-241) In contrast, in 

deductive approach, the collected data is used to evaluate proposition related to certain 

theory.  

According to Silverman (2014), the fourth characteristic of qualitative research is that it 

favors naturally occurring data and it aims to minimize the researcher's impact on the data. 

In thematic analysis, the use of purely inductive or deductive approach can be challenging 

and affect the scope of the data analysis. This is why this research also moves between 

deductive and inductive approaches. (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 660) 

3.3 Sample Selection 

The sample selection in qualitative research is based on reasons of expediency (Koskinen, 

et al., 2005, p. 249). Purposive sampling is based on the selection of the sample by the study 

objective and the researcher’s knowledge of the population (Tansey, 2007). To get a 

comprehensive overview of the stakeholders’ view of the place brand in South Karelia in the 

public and private sectors, a diverse group of interviewees was selected from both private 

and public sectors. To get a deep insight of the public-private sector in the place branding 

process, the residents are delimited from the sample even though their role as a stakeholder 

group is highlighted in many of the literature (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015) (Jansson, 2012). 

Further on, the sample selection follows the technique of elite interviews. Elite refers to 

decision makers in private and public sectors (Koskinen, et al., 2005, pp. 112-113). Choosing 

the elite for the interviews ensures that the respondents know most of the South Karelian 

place branding and also, if they wish, they are able to affect the place brand. This technique 

helps to receive new and relevant information about the topic and to confirm the information 

received from other sources. (Tansey, 2007)  

Information of the sample is visible in tables 2 and 3 which show the sample divided into 

public and private sectors. In the public sector, the interviewees’ positions are categorized 

as management and specialists’ positions and further to the higher education sector and city 

and regional sector. In the public sector, it was seen that the research could benefit for more 

variance in positions in order to get a transparent picture of the place brand. In the private 

sector all the respondents are in management positions since it was evaluated that those are 

the people who have enough information of and power to impact the brand-related issues. 
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Additionally, the size of the company is shown in table 3. The company size brings 

background to the responses in the analysis. All the companies chosen for the sample are 

high technology companies or companies that have high RD-orientation. The description of 

the business line and industry is left vague in order to ensure the anonymity of the responses. 

It is notable here that the management positions refer to company, city, regional, 

organizational, or department management and for this reason the research does not see a 

problem in having comparatively few lower-level interviews since the overall sample 

variance is good. The time horizon of the research is cross-sectional since it studies the 

phenomenon of building a relational place brand which supports the building of an attractive 

place brand for international talent at a particular time that being the spring of 2023 

(Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 212). 

Table 2: Interview information of the public sector. 

Public sector: 8 interviews 

Stakeholder Interview length 

(min) 

Position of the 

interviewee 

Role in the public 

sector 

A 39 Management Higher education 

sector 

B 63 Management Higher education 

sector 

C 26 Specialist Higher education 

sector 

D 36 Management City and Regional 

E 46 Management City and Regional 

F 36 Management City and Regional 

G 59 Specialist City and Regional 

H 51 Management City and Regional 

 

Table 3: Interview information of the private sector. 
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Private sector: 7 interviews 

Stakeholder Interview length (min) Position of the 

interviewee 

Size of the company 

I 35 Management Medium 

J 25 Management Very large 

K 47 Management Large 

L 45 Management Very large 

M 46 Management Medium 

N 45  Management Medium 

O 60 Management Large 

 

3.4 Data Collection Methods 

The data was collected through semi-structured interviews and since only one data collection 

method was used, it makes the research design mono method qualitative (Saunders, et al., 

2019, p. 179). Semi-structured interview technique was chosen since it gives more freedom 

for the interview. The themes for the interviews are structured but the exact form and 

structure of the questions vary according to each interview. The questions were open-ended 

and were structured in a way that the high majority of the questions could not be answered 

“yes” or “no”. However, in these few questions, more descriptive questions were asked with 

”why” or ”how”. Open ended questions gave the opportunity to elaborate the answers 

deeper. (Koskinen, et al., 2005, pp. 108-111) (Hirsjärvi, et al., 2007, pp. 203-204) There 

were four categories for the interview: defining the place brand, stakeholders and their roles, 

engagement drivers and inhibitors for building a place brand, and the attractiveness of South 

Karelia for international talent. Since the research follows a deductive approach, the themes 

were chosen based on the theory earlier in this research. The themes were used consistently 

through the interviews to deliver comparable and valid data. (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 438) 

Semi-structured interviews ensured that the right questions could be asked and deeper 

understood.  
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The structure of the questions was sent to the interviewees 3-5 days before the interview 

giving the opportunity for the respondent to think about the South Karelian brand and the 

stakeholders affecting it in the region. The structure was similar for both public and private 

sectors but there was some variance with the questions. The interview language was Finnish, 

and the translated questions / structure of the interview is in appendix 1 (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 

2009) in English. The background of the research, research questions, the concept of place 

branding and highly skilled international workforce were opened and explained for the 

interviewee before starting the interview itself. The interviews were held individually on 

Microsoft Teams and all except one public sector interview were held with the camera on at 

least in the beginning of the interview. This was done to get to know each other and to build 

trust and transparency in the beginning and during the interview (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2008, 

p. 90). The interview timeframe was between the 15th to 30th of May in 2023 and the duration 

of interviews varies between 25 to 63 minutes each (tables 1 and 2). The interviews were 

quite extensive with four different themes and 25 questions for the public sector and 23 

questions for the private sector but the atmosphere in the interviews was calm and the 

respondents had enough time to answer. The structure of the interviews followed the 

interviewees’ flow of responses thus the structure of questions changed. Sometimes some 

questions were not asked, if it was already answered in another context since like typical in 

elite interviews, the respondents tend to speak a lot (Koskinen, et al., 2005, p. 118). However, 

in these situations, a clarification was asked that the interviewee was aware that a certain 

kind of interpretation had been made giving her or him the opportunity to modify or add 

something more.  

In total, 15 interviews were held: seven for the private sector and eight for the public sector. 

After the interviews, this amount was seen as a sufficient amount of data gathered and no 

more interviews were held. The interviews were recorded for the analysis process even 

though the research itself is anonymous and this was told for the respondents. The interviews 

were transcribed straight after the interview. Koskinen et al. (2005, pp. 319-325) divide the 

transcribing into five distinct categories based on the transcription’s exactness. Generally, 

accuracy in scientific research is always a virtue and this supports the exactment of the 

transcripts. However, the actual need of exactly transcribed interviews varies based on the 

research. This research decided to stay at level three. Level three refers to transcribing word 

for word and this is a standardized method used in the field of economic research. Even 

though, most of the interviewees spoke standard Finnish, the ones speaking the South 
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Karelian dialect was transcribed into standard Finnish, since the dialect did not increase the 

value of the data.  

3.5 Data Analysis Methods 

Throughout the entire process, a notebook was held including thoughts, questions, 

interpretations, and possibilities as advised by Hirsjärvi et al. (2007, p. 261). Without proper 

interpretations of the data, the research remains vague (Koskinen, et al., 2005, p. 229). It is 

not enough just to analyze the results but based on the results certain interpretations can be 

made and further the main research question can be answered. Below there is the timeline 

(figure 14) of the data analysis process. Simply put, there were three stages: data reduction, 

data coding, and data abstraction (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2009, p. 108-111) 

 

Figure 14: Data analysis process. Modified from (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2008, p. 144). 

The analysis of the data was started straight after the interviews were held like advised by 

Hirsjärvi et al. (2007, p. 218). However, like advised by Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2008, p. 135) 

the analysis method needs to be planned before starting to gather data and for this reason the 

transcripts were put straight after each interview to excel based on the four themes and the 

questions and divided between the private and public sector responses. Additionally, the 

filler words were deleted at this point. This step helped to compare the data already during 

the data collection period. After all interviews were held, the deeper data analysis was 

started. Both the theory and the interview data were read in order to find the exact 

connectedness and to once more ensure that they complete each other. Both Koskinen et al. 

(2005, p. 231) and Hirsjärvi & Hurme (2008, p. 143) highlight the importance of knowing 

the data and reading it multiple times before the actual analysis starts.  

At this point there were data in 368 cells in total, 200 cells in the public sector answers and 

168 in the private sector answers. After learning the data and comparing it to the content of 
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theoretical literature, all the data was seen relevant. At this point, the actual coding started. 

Possible quotations were marked with green for reporting purposes and key words and short 

phrases were taken to a new excel sheet to be further coded. The data was coded based on 

the original interview themes however, separating the engagement drivers and inhibitors. 

The final themes were defining the place brand, stakeholders and their roles, engagement 

drivers for building a place brand, engagement inhibitors for building a place brand, and the 

attractiveness of South Karelia for international talent.  The coding is visible in appendix 2. 

After this the coded data was reported by summarizing the findings and quoting the 

interviewees. The findings were synthetized with the theoretical findings of this research and 

lastly, the phenomenon was understood by answering the sub- and main research questions. 

 

3.6 Data Reliability and Validity 

Reliability and validity refer to trustworthiness of the research. Reliable research can be 

replicated, and it is consistent meaning that the same research design can be later repeated 

with similar findings. This requires a transparent and thorough reporting of each part of the 

research to ensure and communicate the quality of the research. The threat to reliability lies 

in biases and errors but with a rigorous methodology throughout the process they can be 

avoided. Firstly, biases can occur both for the participant and the researcher. An interviewee 

can falsely provide positive responses in a fear of losing anonymity. Similarly, it is possible 

that the researcher’s biases may influence the interview recording and analysis. To prevent 

any biases in this research the thesis topic was thoroughly examined through the literature 

review as well as the different private and public stakeholders’ actors that finally were 

interviewed for the research. It was ensured that in the private meetings the interviewee had 

enough time to answer the questions, the space was private, and both the transcripts, and the 

analysis were made purely based on the interview answers. Secondly, both the participant 

and the researcher may create errors during the research. An unsuitable time, tiredness, or 

hurry can impact the responses. (Saunders, et al., 2019, pp. 213-214) In this research the 

interviews were held during office hours and the interviewee could impact the time. 

Validity refers to data measurement factors and can be divided into internal and external 

validity. Internal validity refers to internal logic and consistency of interpretations. The 

external validity refers to generalizability of the findings to other relevant contexts. 
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Evaluating the research validity ensures that the research does not assume the results. The 

measurements chosen must be appropriate for the research. The analysis of the results and 

their relationships must be accurate, and the research findings should be generalizable. 

(Koskinen, et al., 2005, pp. 254-255; Saunders, et al., 2019, pp. 214-215. 517) In qualitative 

research, the concepts of reliability and validity do not always suit the research. Koskinen et 

al. (2005, pp. 255-256), and Hirsjärvi et al. (2007, p. 185) question their suitability for 

qualitative research even though both also state the importance of reliability and validity for 

the research. Research made with semi-structured interviews are challenging to replicate 

since the conditions, business environment and people, change, and thus the condition of 

external validity is hard to accomplish. Systematic quality control of the research is an 

effective way to increase the reliability and validity not only with data but through the whole 

process. (Koskinen, et al., 2005, pp. 255-258) According to Hirsjärvi, et al. (2007, p. 227) a 

precise description of the research implementation increases the reliability.  

The research themes for the interview questions were carefully selected based on the theory 

and literature in section 3. Further on, the interview questions were formed taking into 

account the main and sub-research questions. In this research the research questions were 

tested with two people from the public sector and one from the private sector. The test group 

was not part of the final interview group. This process tested the internal validity of the 

research by testing that the right questions were asked, and they were understood. 

Additionally, one test interview was conducted not only to test the questions but also the 

equipment, recording, transcription quality, and timing. It was observed, that due to Finnish 

language and poor pronunciation, the transcriptions could not be used even though they 

helped when writing the final transcriptions based on the interview recordings. Testing the 

questions was seen as an essential step for the research process since it was noticed that the 

concept of place branding needed to be explained and some questions needed to be modified 

to be better understood and also to serve the research better. To further increase the quality 

and thus, the reliability and validity, the interview questions were sent a few days in advance 

to all except the first interviewees based on the feedback from the first actual interview. 

However, it was analyzed that not sending the interview questions for the first interviewee 

in advance did not impact the results since the interviewee could answer the questions. The 

sending of the interview questions in advance increased the validity of the responses as the 

interviewees were given the possibility to prepare.  
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The interviews were transcribed straight after the interviews not to lose important data. This 

was done to increase the data validity since even though the interviews were recorded and 

automatically transcribed, like said, in many cases they had to be rewritten due to 

pronunciation and Teams’ ability to transcript the Finnish language. Additionally, careful 

selection of the interviewees like described earlier, undependability and independency of the 

research, and trustful use of different resources increase the reliability and validity of the 

research. Ultimately, the research aroused notable interest and not only was it easy to find 

enough interviewees, they were engaged and interested to be interviewed but also, they were 

interested to hear and read the research results. 
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4. Findings 

In this chapter the findings of the research are presented. The findings are based on the 

analysis presented in the previous chapter. The chapter is divided into 4 sub-chapters. The 

first sub-chapter focuses on the definition of the South Karelian brand by the theoretical 

frameworks presented in table 1 of elements of place brand process by forming the place 

brand identity, position, and image. The second sub-chapter defines the stakeholders of the 

South Karelian brand and goes deeper into their specific roles. The third sub-chapter finds 

the engagement drivers and inhibitors for the place brand. Finally, the fourth chapter 

introduces the push and pull factors of South Karelia in regard to the highly skilled 

international workforce. The findings are separated between the public and private sectors if 

variance of the findings vary significantly between those two parties. Even though different 

questions were asked based on the interview themes and questions to increase systematicity 

in the research, some responses have been filled in with responses from another theme. The 

findings are presented after analyzing the data as one entity. If a city was mentioned by its 

name, Lappeenranta or Imatra, it is mentioned as a city in the analysis in order to keep 

anonymity.  

4.1 Defining the South Karelian Brand 

Now, the South Karelian brand will be defined based on the key elements of place branding 

process: brand identity, brand positioning, and brand image. 

4.1.1 Identity of South Karelian Place Brand 

The South Karelian brand was described with 19 adjectives and 22 substantives. The 

descriptions were mainly positive and the stereotypical characteristics of the Karelians were 

very much highlighted. Adjectives such us happy, talkative, open, friendly, hospitable, and 

peaceful were mentioned several times in the responses. Some negative characteristics were 

also mentioned such as envious, inefficient implementor, old-fashioned and vittuileva but 

significantly fewer times than the positive characteristics. Saimaa, forest, and nature were 

considered as important factors in the place brand identity and the overall good quality and 

peacefulness of life. The university or higher education city were also seen as part of the 
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brand identity. The forest industry and heavy industry were also mentioned several times; 

however, it had gotten a bit negative sound. It was visible in the responses that the forest and 

heavy industries were in a turning point because also the green transition, sustainability, 

bioeconomy and green technology were mentioned even if fewer times than the forest and 

heavy industries. Negative characteristics that were mentioned were lack of jobs, relying on 

the big factories, distorted business dynamics meaning that there is lack of SMEs companies 

in the region.  

“Responsible actor. The nature and Saimaa go well with the city brand. The forest elements 

are combined with the color!” Private Sector I 

The region is characterized by large-scale industry, but to what extent is it good and to what 

extent is it bad? It is good that there are big companies but on the other hand it is based on 

the paper industry.” Private Sector O 

In history, we have been a large company and forest industry driven area very strongly and 

now it is backfiring us that we have had to think again. We can no longer build it on that so, 

we need a lot of new things. There is currently light at the end of the tunnel! Companies 

should certainly brand them through this green transition and even copy LUT’s strategy. 

Private Sector K 

“Maybe there is not really an entrepreneurship culture here. Our business dynamic is a little 

skewed because of this forest industry, that this kind of small-scale business then is a little 

limited.” City and Regional H 
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4.1.2 Positioning of the South Karelian Place Brand 

 

Figure 15. The differentiation Factors of South Karelia (2023). 

When interviewees were positioning the region among other regions in Finland by defining 

the differentiation factors, all together 19 different factors were mentioned which were 

considered as making the region different and unique among other Finnish regions. The 

factors and how many times they were mentioned are visible in figure 14. The mentioned 

differentiation factors were LUT in different contexts, the green transition, the nature, 

Saimaa, nothing or not much unique in the region, the boarder, easy accessibility, easiness 

of life, cheap life expenses, schools, convenient for setting up a family, no traffic or lines, 

the region itself is unique, bold choices in decision making, due to change of generations a 

lot of new job opportunities were mentioned to arise, and the heavy industry.  

What was common in most of the responses was that the unique factor has been the forest 

industries and the border. The border was seen still as a unique factor, but the border is 

closed, and time will show how the new position as a border of NATO modifies the region. 

Additionally, the border of the EU and the Schengen area still are seen to have an impact to 

the region. It is seen that the focus needs to change from the forest industry to the green 

transition and become a differentiating factor for the region. Only two respondents saw the 

forest industry as a unique factor. The suggested views for the green transition were 
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hydrogen economy, environmental technology, strategy for saving the world and fighting 

against the climate change by focusing on research and development on energy saving, 

decreasing the carbon footprint, and overall environmental issues. The will was to make a 

transition from the forest industry to green industry.  

“Earlier we could ride as a unifier between the East and the West. It was an advantage for 

us but, of course, not anymore in the same way. Now the focus is on green themes: energy 

solutions, water and air solutions and themes around those from which competitive 

advantages arise.” City and Regional D 

“Issues related to environmental technology raise and the pull for the technology is great. 

Less of the old paper industry and basic industry and more of this [environmental 

technology].” Private Sector J 

LUT was mentioned nine times as a unique factor for the region. It was seen as an important 

stakeholder for pulling people to the region and providing talent, research, and advanced 

technology to the region. Especially the private sector highly valued its presence. The private 

sector could benefit from the talented workforce and LUT generated more entrepreneurship 

and research. LUT’s clear strategy for the green transition was seen as a differentiation factor 

not only for the region but among other universities in Finland. Additionally, the 

international rankings of LUT were appreciated. Overall, the marketing, clear strategy, and 

high level of expertise was especially valued in the private sector but also in the public sector. 

In fact, only three from the public sector mentioned straight LUT as a unique factor even 

though more answers about issues related to green transition occurred. 

“The region has one of the most well-known and ranked universities in Finland which is 

both work life and industrial relevant and LAB which produces lower-level experts. This is 

unique in Finland.” Higher Education Sector B 

“The excellent university and its impact on the region is big and in the talent acquisition. 

Through that the company gets employees.” Private Sector J 

The nature and Saimaa were mentioned in many responses. It was seen that nature and other 

soft factors such as easiness of life, accessibility and issues related to every-day-life were 

differentiating the region as well the cheap life expenses. However, it was also mentioned 

few times that the nature and Saimaa does not especially alone differentiate the place since 

the nature is around from Helsinki to Ivalo. However, it was also said that based on the 
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feedback from international company guests, Saimaa is not appreciated enough locally 

because it always has been there and that there is no problem sharing it with other cities.  

There were also negative differentiation factors or there were none even though in all cases, 

except in one, some unique factors were mentioned after all. LUT was also mentioned two 

times not the be a unique factor for the region since also other regions have universities in 

Finland. Having a university does not differentiate the region.  

“It cannot be said that we are so unique. We want to raise LAB and LUT but there are also 

[higher] education centers in other places. Although they have done well their marketing, it 

cannot be said that they are somehow exceptionally special, or we stand out [because of 

them] more than others on this scale.” Public Sector E 

The lack of work and career opportunities was mentioned three times. Also, the place’s 

unattractiveness for entrepreneurs was mentioned. 

“Yrittäjät [Entrepreneurs’ organization in Finland] conducted an attractiveness barometer 

of all the regions and entrepreneurs were able to respond with few different indicators, how 

they see the attractiveness and vitality of their own region and other differentiating factors. 

There where we were the second-to-last on the meter list.” Private Sector H 

4.1.3 Image of the South Karelian Place Brand 

Seven of the respondents thought that the brand identity does not correspond to the place 

brand image especially, in the public sector and especially among the higher education 

sector. People were not considered as open and welcoming if one came outside the 

community and hidden racism was mentioned. Additionally, LUT and its international 

students were seen as distant from the every-day-life in the region due to the location of the 

campus seven kilometers from the center. According to the respondents, the residents valued 

more security of jobs than internationalization or visionary thinking.  

“The identity and image don’t match. The area has a difficult reputation and even in the 

negotiations it is difficult to get workers here even by pressuring and praying [if they had 

no earlier connection to the region].” Private Sector L 

“The openness may not convey to people out-of-town. Hopefully the introversion will not 

spread through WOM in international circles… it is also found everywhere in Finland… 
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There is acceptance and internationality here [the campus] but for the city, internationality 

has been defined through tourism and Russia. As a city and workplace, there is no 

internationality, but the reality is introverted. With actions it could be possible to prove 

internationality with the higher education institutions, but the local work communities 

influence it and from there, the local residents.” Higher Education Sector B 

However, some saw or at least wished that the brand identity and image correspond with 

each other, and people really are open and friendly to everyone. The boarder with Russia 

was seen as part of the brand image. It was seen as a geopolitical fact and that the place will 

always be marked by it but also that people and the place are able to adapt to the current 

situation. 

The nature, Saimaa, and the forest and heavy industry were seen also part of the brand image. 

However, as already analyzed in the previous sub-chapter, the forest and heavy industries 

were not seen as a modern or sustainable element of the brand and also the brand image was 

hoped to be directed more to the green transition and to more sustainable values. The nature 

and Saimaa were seen as important parts of the brand image and marketing was considered 

efficient especially in the public sector but among the private sector, the brand image focus 

on tourism was seen inefficient. Instead, it was seen that the focus should be in the green 

transition expertis. 

“Let’s forget about South Karelia and focus on the Lappeenranta-LUT linkage and it is 

based on jobs and expertise, supportive network, and technology hype… The traditional 

tourism branding that the city produces is useless. It does not bring growth but, building a 

brand with LUT e.g.,. around hydrogen.” Private Sector O 

In general, almost all of the respondents were in favor that the place brand should focus on 

cities instead of the whole South Karelian region. The boarders were seen superficial and 

irrelevant, especially for international talent. Respondents were very aware of the fact that 

focusing on one or even two cities would not suit everyone in the region. However, the 

respondents saw that having a focus on one city would benefit the attractiveness and vitality 

of the whole region. 
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4.2 Roles of Stakeholders in Building the Place Brand 

When defining the stakeholders who create the South Karelian place brand, the findings were 

similar both in the private and public sector. In total, 16 different stakeholders were 

mentioned. The mentioned stakeholders and how many times they were mentioned are 

visible in figure 15. The mentioned stakeholders are companies, educational institutes, 

Regional Council of South Karelia, municipalities, organizations, local people, EKSOTE 

(wellbeing services in South Karelia), Chamber of Commerce, associations, resident 

councils, elected representatives, political decision-makers, South-Eastern Center for 

Economic Development, Transport, and the Environment (ELY center), Greenreality 

Network, sports clubs.  

 

Figure 16. Different stakeholders of the South Karelian place band and the number of 

mentioned in the responses (2023). 

Especially the role of the public sector was highlighted by all respondents in private and 

public sector not only in creating but also in managing the place brand. Even though some 

unawareness rose in who manages the place brand, six respondents, three from each sector, 

mentioned the Regional Council of South Karelia as the responsible manager of the place 

brand. Especially the Regional Council was seen as a responsible operator for recognizing 

and gathering the stakeholders. Also, it was recognized that many times, other stakeholders 

hand the managing role for the Regional Council. Also, the Council was recognized from 

their role of creating the visual elements for the brand. However, it was also mentioned by 
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few stakeholders that the Regional Council does not lead the place brand but rather facilitate 

it because of the regional program. They do not build the brand on behalf of cities and 

municipalities.  

The city, LUT, residents, the Chamber of Commerce, companies, organizations, 

associations, resident councils, the Regional Council of South Karelia. The public sector is 

stronger [building the place brand].” City and Regional D 

The majority of the respondents were in favor of top-down management for the place brand 

even though the respondents knew it was not necessarily the right answer how a place brand 

it built. The need for including a bottom-down approach was recognized, to engage more 

people and to make the place authentic in cooperation and deep understanding. The reasons 

for the top-down were similar in many answers. It was seen that there are so many 

stakeholders involved that a clear managing party would be needed. The South Karelian 

brand is seen to be in a nascent stage and needs clarification and polishing, and thus a steering 

committee or even one person is needed. The place needs its identity, and it needs to be 

truthful, but someone needs to say the final words and lead the process. It was mentioned 

that it is for example the city that decides the direction for the brand and then that direction 

is taken, and other stakeholders and residents are involved to make it authentic. If the top-

down approach is missing, there is a danger that the place brand becomes introverted, and 

this is harmful especially with international talent. One respondent from the higher education 

sector mentioned only the bottom-up approach as the best alternative.  

“There has to be someone who leads it and it is the public sector and there are a lot of those 

people working on it. It has provided results and has won acknowledgments [European 

Green Lead 2021] and has succeeded.” Private Sector M 

“If it is just bottom-up, it relies too much on regional traditions and becomes introverted. In 

top-down, there is an opportunity to get the brand really receptive to everyone e.g., fake it 

until you make it.” Higher Education Sector B 

“I wish it was bottom-up. In reality, it's more top-down. If you think about the strategy 

process, which also involves creating a vision and images, then it is done in broad 

cooperation and the involvement itself is good. The residents have the opportunity to 

influence it, the advocacy actors have the opportunity, as do other public sector actors and 

corporate communities to comment. So even though it's not a genuine bottom-up but still 
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collaboratively done. Of course, the role of the city is significant, and it wants to create such 

a draft on the table with good relations for the residents.” Public Sector D 

However, it was very much highlighted that it cannot be the region or city manager who 

dictates what to do but it needs everyone’s involvement that the stakeholders including 

residents become engaged, but it was also mentioned by few respondents that the place brand 

needs a clear face. The need for dynamic and visible leaders were seen important. 

“Of course, it has to be organized and planned process with stakeholders and enough people 

involved. It needs a clear face to get enough critical mass… active enough in building the 

brand to get rid of the vety and atomi [old fashioned tourism marketing] marketing towards 

marketing with LUT about expertise and e.g., conferences, making use of e.g., the Nordic 

Filtration Symposium and bringing out a place identity from that.” Private Sector O 

Also, cities and municipalities were named not only as important stakeholders but also as a 

managing party for the place brand. However, it was noticed that especially cities were more 

focusing on their own brands and their development instead of a common regional place 

brand.  

“At the moment, I guess no one leads it. There is a lot of talk about the brand, but no one 

really takes the lead to build a South Karelian brand or any other kind of brand. Imatra 

builds its own and Lappeenranta its own. No one leads or takes further a common brand in 

any way.” City and Regional E 

Even though there seems to be a desire to separate the South Karelian brand from cities own 

brands, and also from LUT’s and LAB’s brands, there is also an understanding especially in 

the private sector and in the higher education sector that attractive cities create an attractive 

region and more critical mass. Collaboration from all operators is needed and, in few cases, 

it was seen as working.  

“We should get more talented workforce because it has not gotten any easier… The 

attractiveness of the place interests us and we are willingly involved.” Private Sector O 

“The city manages the brand since it finances the Regional Council and that is why it also 

goes in this way… they [the Regional Council] have the freedom to act as a leading party. 

The responsibilities assigned by the Local Governmental Act are so extensive that it is 
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challenging [to us] to act as a brand leader. In collaboration [we manage the brand].” City 

and Regional D 

All 15 respondents both in the private and public sectors mentioned companies as a 

stakeholder group. Additionally, the Greenreality Network was mentioned once. 

“Companies are a very central especially when speaking about international talent.” 

Private Sector K 

One respondent criticized the anonymity or facelessness of the private sector.  

“It is very difficult to lift [a visible face] from the private sector, there are no faces 

representing the region from the entrepreneurs.” Public Sector H 

However, the companies’ role in building and managing the place brand was not recognized 

as significant either in the private sector or in the public sector. 

“Companies do not [manage the place brand], they have their own brands”. Private sector 

J 

For this reason, all companies valued their own brand over the South Karelian place brand.  

“100 % value for the own [brand]. [We include] made in Finland but South Karelia does 

not give any added value, so we don’t use resources for that.” Private Sector K 

“Own [brand]. We can give input [for it] and time for this kind of research but not to build 

it.” Public Sector I 

The private sector saw that their role for the place brand is to create growth, show direction, 

and employ people. Companies see themselves as concrete evidence of the region’s visions. 

“[Our role is to] provide opportunities, employment, be the concrete evidence of the region’s 

“empty” phrases and goals.” Private Sector J 

Additionally, many of the private sector representatives mentioned LUT’role and 

collaboration and company visits with it as an important factor for their operations. 

“LUT has a very central role as a [place] brand builder when we speak about skilled 

people.” Private Sector K 

Educational institutes were mentioned ten times. Five times in the public sector, and five 

times in the private sector. Especially, LUT was highlighted in the answers but also LAB 



83 

 

 

and The Saimaa Vocational Center Sampo were mentioned. The role of LUT was highly 

valued for and seen as adding value for the place brand. LUT was seen as showing the 

direction for the place brand. However, the higher education sector defined their role as 

educating students and helping them to employ themselves in the most suitable way 

regardless of the place. It was seen that it is the place’s responsibility to retain the students 

to the region and the private sector’s role to employ them to South Karelia. This can be 

supported by LUT and LAB, but it is not their main interest. It was recognized as a challenge. 

“LUT and LAB educate people and companies employ them. Unfortunately, this is not 

happening as well as it could be. The companies hope that the employees are linguistically 

and culturally close to Finland and therefore students will have to move to another city in 

Finland or abroad.” Higher Education Sector C 

Especially the value of LUT’s own brand was highly valued in comparison of the place brand 

by the higher education sector but it was seen that an attractive place brand would also 

increase LUT’s brand value.  

“The attractiveness [of the region] is not sufficient for LUT.” Higher Education Sector B 

The power of LUT’s own brand compared to LAB’s brand was not seen as powerful based 

on the mentioned times of LUT and university and on the following comment:  

“LAB is still young and plastic [superficial] and that is why [the brand of] Lappeenranta 

has more power.” Higher Education Sector A 

Additionally, most of the public sector representatives valued their own brand over the 

regional brand. However, not in all cases: 

“An ideal situation would be that our own brand would be 0 and the South Karelia [brand] 

100%.” City and Regional E 

13 of the respondents considered themselves as place brand ambassadors and also those two 

companies that did not consider themselves as ambassadors were willing to be one. 

“Yes [we are] because Lappeenranta and Saimaa always come up in our presentations… 

We just need to try to control the word of mouth [of not having jobs in the region].” Higher 

Education Sector B 
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“Why not! It would be even flattering and nice that we could be one and wave the South 

Karelian flag in the world.” Private sector K 

Even though all respondents expressed their willingness to be a place brand ambassador, 

there was not as strong consensus whether the place brand was considered as an advantage. 

Most of the companies found the region a disadvantage or neutral. Again, most companies 

were willing to promote the regions even though they saw that especially, the cities were not 

built as attractive places to live or work. However, all those respondents also added that there 

is progress between the companies and cities to promote the push factor of places with 

network events or info sessions. If a person did not have any earlier connections to the region, 

it was challenging to recruit her or him. LUT again played a significant role to bring people 

to the region and create connections. 

“Neutral. It [the place brand] does no harm but it is no pull factor. It can be noticed among 

the Finnish employee candidates. If there is no earlier connection to Lappeenranta, 

relatives, earlier hometown, or something else, it is very challenging to get them to 

Lappeenranta… most of them [international talent] come from the university. And they are 

glad to stay, and that is why most of them come to Finland that they could settle. If they 

studied at LUT and lived in Lappeenranta, so I don’t think they desire to anywhere else. But 

that Lappeenranta or South Karelia attract talent inside Finland, we have not noticed. 

Maybe we should use our own brand, or it would have the opportunity to change it… We 

would like that South Karelia was valued in rankings higher that Rauma or Turku.” Private 

Sector K 

“Big companies can recruit with their own brands but for SMEs it is difficult due to the 

location. Maybe not in Lappeenranta but in other places.” Private Sector M 

Two companies saw that the place is an advantage, for example with recruiting. 

“Absolutely an advantage.” Private Sector N 

“It is an advantage in recruiting but actively we do not promote that we are South Karelians, 

except for South Karelians. Being Finnish does not matter but the skills…” Private Sector I 

The Russian boarder used to be an advantage. However, the public sector recognized the 

current challenge with the border and that the boarder has and will be there forever. Even 

though the border is closed now, the entry to NATO has created a new situation which is 
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still unknown but is hoped to have a positive impact on the region. Starting from the existent, 

the region has been able to adapt to the current situations. However, recently the region has 

gotten a lot of negative publicity due to the border and its effects on trade, economics and 

even on safety if looked outside the region. One respondent challenged the small size of the 

region and its limiting borders. The new region could follow the Saimaa-marketing region 

forming a bigger entity. Even though almost all the public sector’s respondents said that the 

place is also an advantage, they did not mention what they were. 

“The border does not change but we do not highlight it anymore. The place cannot move so 

this question is insignificant.” Public Sector F 

“… why is such a small region trying to survive on its own? Why couldn’t we build some a 

bit bigger entity?” Public Sector H 

“Maybe the Covid provided as a preparedness to the adaptability when at that time the 

boarder died down so here is one characteristic in South Karelia, some sort of adaptability.” 

Public Sector G 

However, two from the public sector saw the place brand as an advantage and they were 

willing to promote and develop the place. However, they both focused more on developing 

more their respective cities than the region.  

Most of the higher education sector saw the place as a disadvantage due to lack of student 

jobs especially in English and lack of social life. They saw it as a risk especially if that kind 

of message got out internationally. An active student city reputation was especially important 

nationally and this is why the attractiveness is important for the higher education sector. 

LUT’s slogan “Land of the Curious” creates an image of an imaginary land, which 

diminishes the unactive reputation of the region. However, also it was admitted that the place 

cannot be changed even though the quality of teaching, good programs, student experiences, 

and community, the overall spirit was good in the imaginary land. More devotement was 

hoped also from other stakeholders to build a truthful and vivid student city. The new student 

residence building in the central city was seen as a good thing making the students visible 

and adapting to the city. 

“It would benefit everyone if the city’s reputation as a student place to residence for young 

people was better… The student city reputation impacts especially nationally… They 

[students] go to cities rather than universities and this is why the place brand matters to us 
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also… We cannot change the fact in student recruiting nationally or internationally that we 

are situated in this city.” Higher Education Sector B 

An important notation and a stakeholder group that should be involved in the place brand is 

young people like Students, young and local entrepreneurs, and the organization of young 

entrepreneurs, Nuoret Yrittäjät. Both public and private sector had a vision that involving 

and encouraging to entrepreneurship as young, would increase the possibility to make an 

impact to the region. When actively supporting, the place will retain the people and the 

investment.  

4.3 Engagement of the Public and Private Sectors 

Next, the different drivers and inhibitors for the stakeholders’ engagement to create an 

attractive place brand are presented. Additionally, it is presented how different stakeholders 

estimate whether all stakeholder groups are aiming towards same direction, how are the 

relationships between different stakeholders and how they feel valued as a stakeholder for 

the place brand, and does the local politics support the building process. 

4.3.1 Drivers for the Engagement 

All respondents said collaboration and cooperation as driver towards engagement for the 

place brand and developing it. The private sector saw that the Greenreality Network and 

LUT were effective ways to network and cooperate with other companies. Cooperation with 

especially with other businesses, cities, and also with other stakeholders was increasing the 

engagement. The private sector especially saw that engaging young people through summer 

jobs, competitions, networking, and assistance in entrepreneurship were essential ways that 

activated them towards the region.  

“Cooperation with local companies and the city… organizing events, for example for 

summer workers. We want to make ourselves visible to young people and that is important.” 

Private Sector L 

Open communication about successes were seen to positively impact on the engagement. 

Respect towards others and stakeholders’ specialization was seen also essential. This in a 

way that all stakeholders were included in the process, however, one private sector 
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respondent also highlighted the fact that not all companies were equally important for a place 

and thus the key companies should be identified.  

“When it comes to companies, you have to be honest that they are not equal[ly important], 

there are more visible and more international ones and there are perhaps few spreadhead 

companies. Typically, it is also related to the size of the companies, because the resources 

are different. You have to identify the key companies, because they have the opportunity to 

hire foreign talent, for example, that not everyone, even if they would like to, is necessarily 

able to do so.” Private Sector K 

Openness in general and especially when it comes to attracting international talent was seen 

important. Getting a critical mass of international talent working in the region was seen 

important to change the working communities and culture because it was also seen that 

without that workforce and talent, the growth could not happen. To do this, as mentioned 

already, competitions and concrete support in starting a business were efficient ways to 

implement this. Additionally, one respondent from the private sector suggested incentives 

for hiring international talent. Since this would be done to increase the vitality of the region, 

it could be financed from the region’s funds.  

“Of course, in these kinds of things, which are perhaps a bit new to us, that it is perhaps not 

usual to hire foreign experts on a large scale here, so that getting it started, incentives would 

surely help to lower the threshold for the first ones at least.” Private Sector K 

Different events and projects were seen as a good way to engage stakeholders and some 

mentioned that the national and EU-originated resources helped to implement these 

processes. However, it was also mentioned that building a place brand is extensive work and 

requires long-term orientations and a vision for the future. Especially, projects were 

mentioned that they were missing the long-term aspect which made them inefficient and 

decreased the engagement. Additionally, even though different get-togethers were 

mentioned as a good way to plan things, they often seemed to lack implementation. This was 

identified in many responses both in the private and public sector. However, also projects 

such as Buy Local, Go Saimaa and Greenreality Network were mentioned as success.  

Most of the employees or all were living in South Karelia. If a company had multiple 

locations or was international, the South Karelian unit was in question. The public sector 

pointed out that it is, or it has been a presumption, but also it was pointed out that remote 
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work and expertise was changing the requirement of residency. One respondent mentioned 

that the engagement for a place can be demonstrated by actions instead of residency. When 

speaking about value as a stakeholder in the community, all except two respondents from 

the public sector, felt valued. However, also those two felt that the appreciation had notably 

increased during the last years and were feeling mostly positive about the current level of 

appreciation. Additionally, they mentioned that the appreciation depended on the 

stakeholder.  

Relationships 

Since cooperation was identified such a key factor for the engagement of an attractive place 

brand, the relationships between different stakeholders play an important part in the process. 

Only one public sector respondent saw that there is a wide range of communication, and it 

is regular especially with LUT, tourism-related projects and with entrepreneurs. Other 

respondents in the public sector saw that there was a need for improvement of the 

relationships between the stakeholders but that there has been improvement already. Not all 

come along with everyone but, the size of the regions was seen as a positive thing in this 

context since people cooperate, not organizations and communication were considered as 

easy and open.  

“We already speak the same language, but the actions should still come to the same stage, 

the will is there. There is no more quarreling. Of course, the exercises have helped with 

this.” Public Sector H 

There was a strong agreement in the public sector that branding could not be outsourced and 

in house brand building was a strong driver. The operational part and implementation were 

possible to outsource and cooperation with marketing agencies was supported but the 

branding itself was seen as valuable to remain inside the house. Otherwise, it was seen to 

remain vague and shallow, even dishonest. Additionally, speaking about branding inside the 

house, the bottom-up approach was preferred involving all levels of the organization to the 

process. 

“You can't outsource it [branding] completely, because it's untenable and nonsense if the 

advertising agency is doing it, but you can cooperate. The place band comes together from 

so many different things: Satamatie 6 [local coffee roastery], the karelian pie vendors, 
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“vedyista ja atomeista” [local meet pies], gossiping in the marketplaces, you kind of never 

know what it will be about and where will it come from.” Public Sector F 

The private sector was satisfied with the relationships, especially between each other and 

LUT. The region was considered to be small and for that reason also communication was 

considered easy. What one respondent was missing was to improve the boosting of the 

region’s other businesses’ success. 

“Yes, the relationships are good. What is missing is that companies would boost each other 

like if you compare e.g., Ostrobothnia. This creates synergy.” Private Sector M 

However, the relationships between the private sector and the public sector and especially 

other cities created variance in responses. Four out of six private sector stakeholders 

considered the relationship mainly to their respective cities good. The communication was 

efficient and the actions for the needs of the private sector were supportive.  

“The relations with the city are good and we meet regularly and build together where we go 

and how the city can support our activities.” Private Sector L 

However, even though the relationship to the public sector was good, in many responses the 

implementation and efficiency were hoped for improvement. 

“No problem, the relationships are good. There is a demand for collaboration, but efficiency 

is challenging as to how to get everyone involved. There is a desire for good and effective 

projects.” Private Sector I 

There were also two responses where the relationship was considered distant but improving 

or that the city was preventing the growth of the private sector by its actions, profit targets, 

and lack of operational environment. The city was criticized that firstly, it has woken up too 

late for the success of LUT and secondly, due to the global warming and current need for 

the green transition, the city has to realize that the forest industry does not necessarily 

guarantee vitality for good and that they have been forced to notice the need of the SME 

sector for the economy. Again, the need for dynamic and visible leaders was brought to 

attention.  

“At least they [the relationships] are getting better. Earlier it has been a bit distant. It [the 

city’s realization for the need of SMEs] has certainly increased activity. You can easily reach 

the city manager, region manager or another entrepreneur to talk and discuss and if they 
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are genuinely interested. That's what I'm still a little worried about if anything happens. But 

at least the relationships are good. I'm not worried about that.” Private Sector K 

On the one hand, most of the private sector respondents felt that all stakeholders were aiming 

to build a brand of an attractive South Karelia. It was said that there used to be more 

competition but also that a company needs to be present where it wants it to be visible, 

especially now when education is centralizing in Lappeenranta. It was also mentioned that 

the regional program was made in cooperation and that is what companies and different 

stakeholders are engaged to. 

“Together this [the direction] is thought and engaged. The regional program is an extensive 

entity, but from there the will of the local actors is also readable.” Private Sector N 

On the other hand, there was also misunderstanding of the common goal and direction and 

that the city does not support entrepreneurship enough that the collaboration would create 

critical mass.  

4.3.2 Inhibitors for the Engagement 

Most of the public sector respondents saw that short-term-orientation of projects was the 

most common inhibitor for the place brand engagement. Since projects that are funded for 

example from national or EU funding, had a beginning and an end, taking the project and its 

establishments further was a challenge. In general, the projects were seen as a positive thing 

but to benefit from those in long-term was not happening and this was identified challenging 

especially in building a place brand. On the one hand, one public sector responded stated: 

“It is quite bad to go and deny that we don’t want vitality here in the region and the work 

and employment… The fact that people have the opportunity to get a job and an income here 

in the region so, I don't know if anyone would challenge it. That there would be no need here 

for vitality-boosting operations, investments and good spirit and cooperation, within which 

it is easy to do things?” Public Sector G 

One the other hand, aiming towards a common goal with the place brand was not seen as 

simple in other responses in the public sector. The issue had been identified as important. 

The stakeholders were not necessarily identified to go to different directions but there 

seemed to be a slight disagreement that how to get there. Especially, the two cities were 
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identified to value themselves over the other but not as much as in the past. This was also 

mentioned many times. Additionally, the biggest companies were seen as focusing on their 

own brands and success. A common brand was not necessarily the most important thing on 

the agenda. 

“There has been discussion and common strategies and the issue [common and attractive 

place brand] is seen as important but the biggest players prefer to strengthen and develop 

their own brands. City and municipality-driven and, of course, smaller municipalities have 

their own important issues, and those do not exclude each other. A common place brand is 

not seen as important because a common gatherer is missing.” Public Sector E 

At times there was unawareness of which stakeholder is doing what and sometimes things 

were overlapping, for example, different actors were having a project aiming to lure people 

to the region. Issues such as unclear roles and responsibilities related to projects were seen 

as an inhibitor for a place brand as well as the wrong target and context of projects. 

Additionally, the small size was seen as an inhibitor in this context. 

“Yes, I guess there is [a common goal]. However, the approach to doing it is a bit different 

and sometimes it feels like different organizations are doing similar things.  When it comes 

to small locations and in the end the residents know each other quite well, you sometimes 

notice that the same people are sitting at different tables on the same themes.” Public Sector 

D 

Four of the public sector respondents felt that lack of resources was preventing the place 

brand from developing. More resources would need to be directed to long-term awareness 

building on different platforms. The place should need a clear brand identity and for that the 

brand identity should be clearer. There was also a diverse opinion about the additional 

resources for place branding. One public sector responded stated that growing the funding 

of the public sector was not a solution but rearranging it and cooperating with different places 

and departments of the region.  

In the private sector there was more variance of the inhibiting factors, and no common 

consensus was visible. Respondent mentioned lack of resources due to the small size of the 

place, education centralizing to one city, the message sent to outside the region was 

fragmented and unclear making everyone communicate which was contradicting with other 

messages. However, there were similarities with the private sector and the higher education 
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sector in the public side. The competition between cities was seen as inhibitor. The 

competition on finances and roles, the lack of cooperation between cities were seen as 

harmful for the region. Additionally, the city was accused of being slow and thinking too 

small and still nurturing the forest industry.  

“Internal competition, unused potential, [the city’s] too small and slow transformation into 

a link between LUT's expertise and the center of growth business. The place should not be a 

production plant, but R&D because that prevents the draining of expertise.” Higher 

Education Sector B 

One responded stated that the city’s facilities for company visits and promotion purposes 

were seen suitable, but the brand elements were hoped to be reconsidered to suit better also 

to SMEs’ needs and also a dynamic and visible leader from the public sector to promote the 

place for the companies was hoped.  

Another commonality as an inhibitor between the private sector and the higher education 

sector from the public side was residents’ resistance to change. Native South Karelians were 

seen as preventing change and innovative thinking.  

“The residents forcibly resist. Companies are ready to invest their own money, but locals 

don't understand the importance of vitality.” Private Sector N 

Further originating from the residents’ impact on the place brand, all except one from all 

interviewees saw that the local politics is preventing or if not straight preventing the growth 

and future orientation, giving that kind of signals.  

“Yes, it [local politics] does [support]. There are personal relationships, and the politicians 

know what we need and want to hear what we desire and how we want to develop. We are 

bringing in a lot of taxpayers to the area and the city knows that.” Private Sector M 

However, the remaining responses were more negatively influenced. The changes in 

opinions and political power were seen as negatively impacting the growth of the place 

brand.  

“The decision-makers are working together on these issues quite well.  But, of course, when 

political power changes and there is a certain ideological difference behind it, then, of 

course, there are also certain themes that are perhaps difficult or difficult to find continuity 

and carry on. For example, whether the existence of the airport is important or not. In this, 
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the decision-makers have perhaps changed their opinions or priorities over the years and 

that it is never a good thing in building brands or building awareness or building a service 

chain.” Public Sector D 

The local politics was seen to impact to infrastructure, land use planning, company facilities, 

airport, arena, swimming hall etc. It was seen that the politicians were focusing on the past 

and not the future and not thinking the region in a big scale but focusing on irrelevant issues 

considering the future and growing need for new residents. The lack of spaces for events 

was seen problematic for the place growth. The overall political instability and inability to 

make decisions were seen to harm the region and make it undesirable for companies to settle 

in.  

“We would need a new generation of decision-makers to move us a little bit forward... We 

are no longer just that industrial city, but we must seek new success also through culture 

and art and new creative ways. Events have risen a very strong part of a brand and it is 

difficult to hold big events here if there are no spaces outdoor or indoor to use, for example. 

This is strange and it creates a bad image for the region if we are not able to make decisions, 

but things are running back and forth.” Public Sector F 

“Absolutely [does] not [support]. Local politicians, in the name of honesty… are out like 

snowmen especially about growth and international growth on average. We think about the 

location of the meet pie kiosk and all the wrong things all the time. We should we able to 

think in a lot bigger scale.” Private Sector K 

Since the demographics of the region is more towards the elderly, the decisions were seen 

to focuse also for the wellbeing of the elderly. The politicians were seen to be afraid to make 

visionary decisions and investments due to media and elections. This was seen as preventing 

the future vision and growth.  

4.4 Attractiveness factors of South Karelia for International Talent 

In the last sub-chapter, the push and pull factors of South Karelia in regard to international 

talent are evaluated. In general, the soft factors like nature, setting up a family and easiness 

of life are push factors for the region whereas the hard factors like finding a job is considered 

as a push factor. Different views are introduced to solve the lack of employment possibilities 

in the region. Lastly, the position of the Finnish language is presented as it was recognized 
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as a challenge in services and in work life. The opinions whether the position of Finnish 

should be increase or decrease in comparison to English, varies.  

4.4.1 The Pull Factors 

The pull factors of the region were seen similar as the differentiation factors for the region 

mostly related to soft factors. The overall quality of life was seen as a strong push factor for 

the region as already identified as the differentiation factor. The place was seen as a good 

place to start and grow a family since the cost of living is comparable low compared to 

Southern Finland, the place is considered to be safe, and child friendly with good schooling 

and day-care services. The easiness of moving around and especially between work and 

home was seen as a positive factor for the region as well as finding an affordable house, all 

except one respondent. People who lived in the region were considered that they are satisfied 

with life and the small size of the place was a benefit but still having good opportunities for 

free time for families. 

“Spacy, calm, clean. Issues related to nature, and also the winter is seen positively by guests. 

The ease of life and distances are short and moving around is easy. The houses are close to 

work and easy to find a place and the costs are relatively low. It is easy to have hobbies and 

there is time for the family.” Public Sector E 

Nature and Saimaa were mentioned in all responses, and they were seen as the most 

important re-creational factors for the region. Even though, nature and lakes were mentioned 

to exists in all Finland, they were still considered to be important for the place’s pull factors. 

However, there was a disagreement in the responses between the private and public sector 

and also with the higher education sector in the public sector about how important nature 

and Saimaa was for the place. In general, it was seen that the public sector highlighted the 

tourism and marketing through nature and Saimaa whereas the private sector and the higher 

education sector saw that it could be used in marketing but just as an addition and the focus 

should be in expertise and know-how of the green transition.  

Mostly the attractive free time activities were related to nature and Saimaa and especially 

the hobby possibilities and free time activities for children and families were considered 

positive. However, there were only two responses one on both sectors, that though that the 
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region had a lot of free time activities such as hobbies, cultural activities, events, and urban 

life for everyone. 

“There are multiple opportunities for recreation! There are cultural activities, theatre, 

orchestras and spas, services, events on weekly-based program in the summer, winter 

harbor, cultural space Nuijamies has been a success, cafe culture, and modern 

Karelianism.” Public Sector F 

“You have to have a pretty weird hobby and social life if you can't find the possibility to do 

them here. This is a very diverse region [in terms of culture, hobbies and social life] that I 

wouldn't see it in any way as a factor that "I will not move there because I cannot exercise 

this, or they don’t have that kind of culture available.” Private Sector N 

Some economic pull factors were also mentioned. LUT was mentioned as a strong pull factor 

for the region which was also generating entrepreneurship and new companies to the region. 

The LUT’s community and spirit was also mentioned to positively impact the place. 

Bioeconomy and the green transition and the expertise related to that was also mentioned as 

a pull factor in a few responses. Since LUT was considered as such an important pull factor, 

it was also mentioned, that those are the people that should be integrated to region since they 

were aready here. It was considered cost efficient and more effective than luring people 

randomly.  

4.4.1 Push Factors 

The lack of employment, career opportunities and social life were seen as push factors for 

the place. The hard, economic factors were seen as the strongest push factor for the region. 

The region was considered not to have enough employment opportunities, especially for 

international talents. The career possibilities were also considered to be low especially with 

the focus on production plants instead of centralization of expertise, headquarters, and R&D. 

The spouse’s employment and job opportunities for master students were also mentioned as 

a challenge in many responses. It was seen that the place and its benefits come only second 

after a meaningful and relevant job. 

“…the students have told me that many students would love to stay here but after all is the 

job that matters.” Public Sector I 
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“Our job market isn’t big enough. There are individual jobs but when you think about young 

workers in large growth centers, there can be several jobs and you can change jobs. But in 

here there can be only one. I'm sure you can get the place, but what if you don't like it? There 

should also be a job for the spouse. Our job market situation is in a position, that more jobs 

and companies are needed that young people would be interested in the area even more.” 

Public Sector E” 

The region was identified to need more employment and entrepreneurship. Now, the 

respondents of the private sector saw that many of the companies in the region were settling 

for the recent state of their businesses and not aiming for growth or internationalization. 

Additionally, it was seen problematic that many companies did not have own products but 

were providing services and products for the big companies making them dependent on their 

operations.  

Businesses connected to the green transition was seen as the best and the most convenient 

way to push the economy forward. The amount of expertise in the region and the connection 

to LUT’s specialization in environmental technology were seen as the path to success. The 

possibilities with hydrogen and how the current industries’ emissions could be turned into 

an ingredient for businesses and projects in regards to renewable energy. This could create 

an industrial brand 2.0 or the region could become a hub of the hydrogen industry, The 

Hydrogen Valley. However, it was pointed out that tentrepreneursneed to be encouraged for 

starting businesses and to grow the current businesses. LUT, cities, and the regional council 

were seen as important stakeholders in this to provide support and services and possibilities 

to grow, making businesses feel that their success is valued. It was identified that the 

hydrogen industry is at a turning point and the actions to be in the businesses need to be fast 

and concrete.  

“Now there is a golden place, as this green transition is so central and here in South Karelia 

there is a lot of know-how related to it. Now we need to find bold entrepreneurs who would 

take the chance and those who already exist would grow. That's where the city, the regional 

council, everyone such as the university must also step in and serve those companies and 

want to help and want them to grow so that the entrepreneur would have the feeling that 

everyone wants their success. But it takes a lot of courage, too, but I think we've got some 

pretty good cards in our hands now. However, the know-how related to green transition is 
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certainly better here than in many other places and international growth can be built around 

it.” Private Sector K 

Another possibility mentioned to increase the economic growth of the region was the forest 

industry’s transition to bio economy and the R&D connected to that. It was considered that 

it can become something valuable which could also benefit companies outside the big forest 

industry companies.  

“The second [solution for the economic growth] is the potential of the bioeconomy, the 

transition in the forest industry. How the industry is renewed and what new openings are 

still to come. There are a lot of patents on the shelf at the research center… which at some 

point will be commercialized and they will, after all, offer completely new opportunities, if 

not for the core operations themselves, for example, for forestry companies, then for 

someone else. In other words, our strong base on the forest sector, is also constantly creating 

new things.” Private Sector N 

In general, the green transition was seen as the unique factor for the future. The ideas around 

the Hydrogen Valley, renewable energy, environmental energy, and bio economy were seen 

as the triangle between the region, companies, and LUT. In this, international talent was seen 

essential for success. The upcoming combination of technology, business, and social 

sciences studies in LUT, the possibilities over different doctrines were seen significant for 

the region. It was also seen as a positive effect on the demographics if the social sciences 

would lure more women on the region.  

The urgent need for the improvement of the visa process was also mentioned by one 

respondent from the private sector. One year visa process added to a half a year trial period 

was said to make the hiring of international talent extremely challenging. Additionally, the 

same respondent and another respondent from the private sector pointed out the need to make 

positions open publicly in order for the international talent to see them in the first place.  

South Karelian hospitality should be adapted to recruiting and support for entrepreneurship. 

Work life is at a turning point and companies simply can no longer choose the best 

employees, but the place brand plays a significant role, and this is why the place brand is 

seen important. It was also highlighted in many responses that the region needs to keep on 

developing its attractiveness. It was seen as important to give guidance and support, also in 

English, to lure people towards entrepreneurship starting a young. Lutes [young 
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entrepreneurship society in LUT and LAB] was seen as a good example for gathering same 

minded people and creating networks and connections.  

“…opportunities to experiment and make entrepreneurship and small entrepreneurship 

easier and bring it out as an opportunity as young as possible. Seek and channel even the 

slightest interest of entrepreneurship, that people would do it and find a job here… There 

should be a promise that English would be spoken in South Karelia [services] but it has not 

been done. It would be a possibility to differentiate that, we really want and really could 

stand out as a place that is friendly and that will help a person to have a new sustainable 

life here in Finland and South Karelia can be that home.” Public Sector F 

The second biggest push factor were the language and the challenge of integrating students 

to the region. The location of the campus area in Skinnarila was seen challenging and 

creating an opportunity for all but especially international students to stay in the “LUT 

bubble”. The city was cooperating with student unions to make students more visible and 

integrated into the city and one public sector respondent was in favor of free public 

transportation for all students to ease the integration. 

The position of Finnish language produced a variety of responses. In general, all respondents 

saw that for the integrating a new person to both work and civil societies, at least some level 

of knowledge of the Finnish language was seen important. Two of the private sector 

respondents had had no problems with hiring international talent or English. However, it was 

mentioned that especially safety issues and even though the company was international or 

operating internationally, there were also Finnish clients, and / or the internal communication 

was still in Finnish. It was seen as challenging to turn the organizational culture itself 

international. However, it was also mentioned that for years the lack of a common language 

with the Russians was no problem but suddenly lack of common language has become a 

barrier for growth. 

“Our company has long [Finnish] traditions and we are a xx old company. There are still 

some workers for whom English is very challenging and then there are the challenges in the 

organizational culture. It is easy to say that hire international talent that it makes no 

difference… It takes time to make the transfer, but we are making progress.” Private Sector 

K 
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“As long as that border was open, so we have always invented ways to employ, serve, take 

the Russians [without a common language], that was no problem. But somehow that English 

raises that threshold…” Public Sector H 

The challenge with the language was seen as a challenge in SMEs where the number of 

personnel is not big, and everyone has their clear duties. It was visible in the responses that 

the private sector is highlighting the importance of English. However, the public sector saw 

that it does not need to be one but a mixture of Finnish and English and that the private sector 

was hiding behind the requirement of the Finnish language when hiring employees. In fact, 

one private sector respondent stated that maybe companies need more courage and will to 

hire more international talent. The requirements for the Finnish language and the 

organizational culture does not change if someone is not pushing.  

“There is no need to compromise on the status of the Finnish language, because in global 

companies, customers are international but to truly integrate to the society it requires the 

local language. Occupational safety, guidelines, etc., could be in English and small things 

help but the work community should not become English. It is not either or but Finglish 

[combination of Finnish and English]. It is also the employee's responsibility to learn the 

[local] language and not everything have to be provided in English.” Higher Education 

Sector B 

The third pull factor of the region was the lack of social life and free-time activities, 

especially for young adults. Even though the nature and Saimaa were seen as great 

possibilities for recreation, the lack of social life, events, and ways to spend free time for 

young adults was seen as a push factor of the region. Even though the quietness of places 

was considered a challenge in many places in Finland, the region was seen to fail in 

integrating the students to the place. Due to the demographics, it was seen that the culture 

sector was targeting the elderly with their offerings. It was seen that after all, work is not 

everything, but the place needs to be able to provide the possibility for a person to create an 

interesting life around the work also.  

“It doesn't necessarily depend on that one would not have enough wage or an interesting 

job but one has to be able to live it, to be able to build the life around it [the work]. Everyone 

is definitely not people who just come and look at the beautiful nature and run the stairs or 
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cycle around [Saimaa], but there should be activities that we should be able to offer along 

with it.” Public Sector H 

“The company interests people but the city doesn’t.” Private Sector L 

The South Karelian society was not seen as welcoming for the international talent as it was 

hoped for, and it follows the difference between the place brand identity and image. The 

public sector saw that the private sector was favoring Finnish employees in many cases and 

in general, the society was seen a bit introvert. However, there was improvement and most 

of the respondents saw that the change for acceptance was already happening.  
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5. Discussion of the Findings  

The last stage of the analysis is argumentation where the interpretations are compared with 

the theoretical findings (Koskinen, et al., 2005, p. 251). In this chapter, the findings of the 

empirical analysis are explained and adapted to the theory. The sub-research questions are 

used to answer the main research question. Defining the place brand follows the structure of 

defining the place brand process by the elements of identity – positioning – image. Then the 

stakeholders, their roles, the drivers and inhibitors for the engagement for the place brand 

are synthetized with the theory, and lastly, the push and pull factors of the region are 

presented based on the model of Barkun et al., (2021) and one targeted city label  (Lu & de 

Jong, 2019) for international talents is defined according to the findings. 

 

1a: What is the current state of the South Karelian place brand on the stakeholders’ point 

of view?  

Based on the literature of place brand building the brand is defined as visible in figure 16. 

Defining the South Karelian brand is following the theories of Hankinson (2004), Kavaratzis 

& Ashworth (2005), and Harrison-Walker (2012).  

  

Figure 17. Elements of place branding process in South Karelia (2023). 

Place Brand identity 

The place brand has to be identifiable and recognizable but above all, it must be commonly 

understood what it is (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) and Rainisto & Moilanen (2009, 12-

13) write about the importance of place identity in place branding. Since the brand identity 
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totaled in 40 different definitions, it is not entirely clear. Even though similar elements were 

identified like happy, talkative, open, friendly, the boarder, the nature, and Saimaa were 

identified, with that many responses, the brand identity has not been communicated clearly 

enough. If all stakeholders have a bit distinctive view of the place brand identity, the identity 

is scattered. And this was also mentioned by one public sector respondent. Additionally, 

many respondents mentioned that they are not sure if all stakeholders are aiming towards a 

common place brand making it attractive for international talent, it is evident that the place 

brand identity is not clear, and the communications need improvement. When similar 

perceptions are shared, a solid brand identity is formed, (Aitken & Campelo, 2011) and this 

still needs improvement. Branding goes deeper than just logos and slogans, (Cleave, et al., 

2019) and this was acknowledged in all responses.  

As visible, in the figure 16 the brand is divided into core and extended identities. The core 

identity should be valuable and unique since it is the pureness of the brand. The core identity 

should relate to value proposition and be creditable. (Aaker, 1996, pp. 77-79). The South 

Karelian core identity can be described as happy, talkative, friendly. It is defined by the 

border, nature, and Saimaa. It is wanted to be seen as active and enabling people and 

businesses to grow and extending positive personal characteristics to everyday life and the 

business world. The brand identity creates value (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005) and these 

kinds of factors do create added value, but they are not concrete.  

Saimaa and nature are concrete and there is no doubt that they are not part of the core identity, 

and their value and uniqueness for the place is significant. The local communities’ choices 

together with the living environment impact the uniqueness and transparency of a place 

(Nursanty, 2021). Even though the situation with the border with Russia is challenging at 

the moment, it is still part of the core identity. It works as evidence of the adaptability of the 

region and how it actively has been finding solutions to the changing environment now and 

in history. It is identifiable with the adaptability and activeness of the place’s people and 

stakeholders. The environment with the border, the nature, and Saimaa are concrete thus 

valuable parts of the place brand.  

The forest and heavy industries have defined and still are defining the South Karelian brand 

and it is in the core of the brand. Like Kavaratzis & Ashworth (2005) write, it is important 

to understand the consequences of place branding and its identity. According to the 

responses, the long-term consequences have not been deeply understood that what does it 
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mean to heavily rely on the big heavy and forest industry companies. Industry has been 

defining South Karelia and has been part of the core identity. The global need for paper has 

decreased and the overall trend around forest industry has changed during the last years 

negatively making forest industry unsustainable (Pietarinen, 2023). When the forest industry 

has been and still is part of the brand identity, many respondents asked a very valid question: 

“what if one of the big factories decide to shut down the operations?” This is why especially 

the private and the higher education sectors’ point of focusing the marketing to expertise 

around the green transition is a valid point. As brand identity is about the vision of the brand 

(Moilanen & Rainisto, 2009, p. 7), There is a will and determination to replace the forest 

and heavy industries in the core place brand identity with the green transition. The region 

commonly recognizes the possibilities and the expertise around that subject and that is the 

new vision for the place brand. However, it still is not part of the core identity, but already 

gives direction and texture for the brand identity (Aaker, 1996, p. 78). To make the brand 

green and sustainable at its core, it would need more communication. Only one interviewee 

from the public sector mentioned that Lappeenranta is the climate capital of Finland, but 

some respondents mentioned the European Green Leaf Award and the success that the city 

had made.  

The other extended identity elements for South Karelia are LUT, Lappeenranta, and 

internationality. LUT plays a key part of the extended identity. In theory LUT could be taken 

away and the campus could centralize its actions to its other campus in Lahti. However, this 

will not most likely happen. The reason why it is in the extended identity is, that it was 

identified in many responses that the residents do not realize the importance of the campus 

for the region. The situation is similar with internationality of the place. The place would 

like to be considered as international at the core, but it is still not there. The students are not 

visible in the city, and also the retention rate is low for the students after graduation meaning 

that the cities and the companies do not reach the students and integrate them into the society.  

The company must decide which programs or communications are favorable for the brand 

(Aaker, 1996). As in many cases Lappeenranta was hoped to become as a capital of the 

region, the city of Lappeenranta has a big role to communicate the brand vision to 

stakeholders inside and outside the community. As mentioned by Sedra & El Bayed (2021) 

places can have sub-identities, but LUT has created its own identity. This is alerting to some 

extent in regard to the place brand identity development. LUT has been identified as the 
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biggest differentiation factor, the main pull factor for the region, and also part of the brand 

identity and image but they see that the region’s attractiveness so weak that LUT has created 

their own identity, “Land of the Curious”. Like one private sector interviewee suggested that 

the strategy of LUT is so strong, why not copy it to some degree and since it is effective, it 

could help the region also to grow its attractiveness and vitality.  

Place Brand Positioning 

Brand positioning shows the brand identity for the customer and how it differentiates among 

competitors. The differentiation factor for the region was highly recognized as LUT, nature 

and Saimaa. However, it was also recognized that there are multiple university cities, forests, 

and lakes in Finland. Those differentiation factors are not necessarily enough to change the 

direction in resident numbers when regions with similar differentiation factors are competing 

on residents. Naert (2018, 3-4) writes about distinctive identity elements instead of 

differentiation. The distinctive identity elements as brand assets make it easier for the 

customer to recognize and recall brands since they use sensory identifiers. By triggering 

customers’ visual, auditory, or touch sensors, a brand is able to become a nonconscious 

choice for a customer. This is effective for brands since customers are unwilling to spend 

time on brand choices. (Naert, 2018. p. 3-4.) Naturally when choosing a place to live the 

decision is not that easy but the qualities distinguishing brands from others with colors, 

logos, taglines, symbols or characters, celebrities, or advertisements strengthens the brand 

equity and customer memory structure. In addition, brand assets can be legally owned and 

form an important competitive advantage. Differentiation alone does not give the same legal 

rights. (Romaniuk, et al., 2007, p. 50.) LUT is a good example of triggering different sensors 

with a recognizable logo, tagline “Land of the Curious”, famous ambassadors Sami Sykkö 

and Jamie Hyneman as professors of practice, quality and highly ranked teaching, and good 

community spirit. Benefiting these kind of elements, South Karelia is able to create new 

distinctive brand assets instead of traditional differentiation. 

Especially there was a trend that the private and the higher education sectors wanted to 

transfer the focus of the differentiation factor of the region from the nature and Saimaa to 

expertise with the green transition and to the linkage to LUT. They did not see nature as 

important than the expertise when thinking about the vitality of the place. Tourism was not 

seen to attract enough people and be economically sustainable even though the nature was 

seen as adding value for the place but not enough alone. The create a distinctive but 
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sustainable place brand, new aspects and new nuances from LUT, nature, and the green 

transition expertise must be explored to survive in the global competition. The fact that 

actually four respondents saw that there was nothing or not much special about the place 

compared to others is alarming. When central stakeholders of the region responses in such a 

manner, it is a strong signal that the brand communication is not working on the level it 

should.  

Place Brand Image 

Since the place brand image is how the customers perceive the brand in reality (Hankinson, 

2004), it is partly true that the place identity and the place image of South Karelia do not 

match. People are happy, the border defines the place and again the nature and Saimaa are 

present. What is collapsing with the identity is that people tend to be introverts for people 

outside the community, the region has a difficult reputation being distant and old-fashioned, 

for example with the forest industry and with overall image of the place. Additionally, 

outside the campus area people are very homogenous instead of international. Even though 

some of these factors can be fixed with good communications and image control from the 

public sector, the importance of residents arises.  

The findings show that the public sector is in charge of the place brand. To change the 

direction for the region’s image, it needs also more communication and involvement of the 

residents; more bottom-up management. The DST model (Hudak, 2019) would be easy to 

add to the region’s strategy where the residents change the vision into reality. In this case 

the factors would be from old-fashioned to modern and international, from the forest industry 

to the climate capital and from far to easy accessibility location. Just like brand 

distinctiveness also the DST model uses the multiple touching points of residents or possible 

residents with the brand which are highlighted in the literature, for example already by Aaker 

(1996). Additionally, since the problem is to retain student in the region, especially the 

students should be engaged to the place brand building through the DST model. Place 

branding to be unique and sustainable, it should make humans as the center and the subject 

of the place (Nursanty, 2021). 

  



106 

 

 

1b: What kind of roles do different stakeholders have in the South Karelian place 

branding process? 

The public sector is seen as the managing party of the place brand and especially the 

Regional Council of South Karelia. However, the council, or cities or even LUT cannot alone 

control the brand image and word of mouth, and this is why the residents’ role in creating 

the place brand identity is significant. In regions the communications become scattered like 

mentioned in the findings by one public sector respondent and scattered communication 

prevents engagement in place brand (Matwiejczyk, 2022). 

Especially young people, students, who have grown up in a branded world and are sensitive 

to brand messages and strong brands are associated with strong brand image, quality, and 

reliability especially (Kotler, et al., 2016, pp. 229-230). In many responses the low retention 

rate of LUT students came up and also the fact that they are easier and more cost efficient to 

retain to the region than new residents. However, Binet and Field (2013, p. 24-27) state that 

the most profitable and long-term oriented approach is to target programs and campaigns to 

both existing and new customers, covering the whole customer base. For long-term 

productive brand-building it is important to combine these to target markets. New customer 

acquisition ensures long-term growth and activation of existing customers ensures short-

term growth. This strategy guarantees that the maximal potential of the customer base is 

reached (Aaker, 1996, p. 31). However, the 4 Rs of rights, roles, responsibilities, and 

relationships (Aitken & Campelo, 2011) is important here. When defining the roles, it seems 

that the public and private sectors do not see their roles as being the ones to retain the students 

in the region as important as they in fact should. Both the private and the public sectors have 

specific rights in society which accumulate to roles and further to responsibilities and lastly 

to relationships. As mentioned by the higher education sector it is important to notice that it 

is the region’s and the companies’ responsibility to adapt and integrate the students into the 

region. The higher education sector is willing to help and is working in cooperation with 

both the public and private sectors, but it is not their main interest, but to educate people and 

to ensure that the students will employ in the best suitable way and the place is irrelevant it 

that.  

To adapt people and to make the brand identity true, the place brand should have more 

bottom-up elements than it was now recognized. Residents have a significant role in place 

branding, and they are valuable assets as brand ambassadors (Zenker & Erfgen, 2014). 
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Especially in this research where high majority of the interviewed companies’ and 

organizations’ employees were living in the region, they all have also a role as residents to 

communicate the brand identity and change the image to respond the brand identity. 

Especially, the private sector did not see their role important for the place brand outside of 

creating economic growth and employment, but their role is also to communicate the place 

brand message. The need for a steering committee is necessary both from the literature 

(Sedra & El Bayed, 2021) but also from the findings of the research but more bottom-up 

approach should be applied in order to make the brand identity into brand image and to 

involve the residents and different levels and function stakeholders better. The residents’ 

involvement in place branding was very much highlighted in the literature (Stubbs & 

Warnaby, 2015; Zenker &Erfgen, 2014; Hankinson, 2004) but based on the findings in this 

research in South Karelia it seems that they are not involved in the process as strongly is 

they should be.  

Surprisingly the media was not seen as a stakeholder in the responses. For example, 

Hankinson’s relational theory (2004) highlights the role of media in place brand 

communications. However, in this research the media did not have any role. A conscious 

decision to involve the media as an important stakeholder in the brand building process 

would improve brand message communications. However, this requires also engagement 

from the media. Even though all interviewees saw that they were brand ambassadors, a 

visible face for the region is missing. According to the research the region misses and desires 

dynamic and visible leadership. It seems that the public sector is required to take a more 

visual approach in South Karelian branding. However, again also the role of the private 

sector arises. They can also take a more visual approach for the place branding since like 

many of they responded that getting employees is not getting at least easier. The overall 

trend is social media marketing and influencing is visible and personal marketing and both 

the private and public sectors can take bigger role in this aspect. LUT has already made the 

university rector Juha-Matti “Juhis” Saksa a visual face in their communications. Of course, 

there are risks when taking a person as a visual face of an organization since that person 

might resign or misbehave that that kind of risks have to be taken.  

Additionally, Stubbs & Warnaby (2015) list more stakeholder to have an impact on the place 

brand such as sports, cultural, and religious organizations, infrastructure and transportation 

providers. The churches in the region were not seen as relevant stakeholder groups since 
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they were not mentioned once. Sports and cultural organizations were mentioned few times 

and the public transportation was mentioned few times positively. Surprisingly, the Army 

Academy, which is a military base in Lappeenranta was not mentioned. The Boarder Control 

Detachment was mentioned two times.  

1c: What are the drivers and inhibitors of engagement for different stakeholders to build 

an attractive place brand in South Karelia? 

 

Figure 18. The drivers and inhibitors for the South Karelian brand engagement.  

As identified by Casidy et al. (2019) the strong driver for the place brand engagement is pre-

existing relationships. This is supported by the findings of the empirical part. The small size 

was seen as a driver as it was easy to cooperate and communicate with different people and 

individuals instead of organizations. Cooperation between different stakeholders work as a 

driver force for the place brand to grow. Especially the cooperation between the higher 

education sector and the private sector was seen as effective by different projects between 

LUT and the companies. This kind of cooperation gives companies visibility in the student 

community and access to the talent pool and overall, it grows the expertise and research over 

different areas in the green transition. It also builds trust and respect as identified also by 

Casidy et al. (2019). Many authors like Casidy et al. (2019), Moilanen & Rainisto (2009), 

Hankinson (2004) and in fact all the authors cited in the theoretical part give great 

importance to the relationship between the private and public sectors. Even though all 
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respondents mentioned that the relationships between different stakeholders were good or at 

least improving, it is visible that the relationship between the companies and LUT was seen 

slightly better than the actual relationship between the public and private sectors. It was seen 

economically inefficient from the private sector to focus on tourism and nature-related 

marketing which is not attractive for students or future residents especially now when the 

border is closed and such a large and specific expertise around the green transition is 

developing and already existing in the region.  

Different projects like the Greenreality Network or international projects like 3 Months by 

the Lake Saimaa were seen as a positive and concrete evidence of the good public-private 

relationship and different get-togethers were also mentioned in a positive light by the private 

sector. What was seen challenging was the implementation phase. Casidy et al. (2019) also 

saw especially this phase challenging. Even though involvement in the planning phase 

occurred, it seems like different get-togethers are mostly planning but misses the concrete 

actions and reporting of those. Different competitions and support increase the engagement 

and are seen concrete evidence of the progress around building an attractive and vital region. 

Incentives as part of hiring international talent could also work as concrete evidence of 

support for the place to grow like suggested by one respondent of the private sector.  

Some factors can be both drivers and inhibitors (Casidy, et al., 2019). Even though projects 

and events engage stakeholders they also work as an inhibiting factor. Due to short duration 

of projects, they lack long-term orientation and resources after the project termination. As 

identified by Les Binet & Peter (2013) and later by Kite (2020), the short-term actions do 

not accumulate to long-term brand building. The public sector in general saw that in fact the 

lack of long-term orientation and resources were preventing the place brand to grow to its 

full potential. However, like it was mentioned by one private sector respondent, expanding 

the public sector is not the solution but re-arranging it. It might be a solution for place brand 

engagement that by re-arranging job descriptions branding positions could be made which 

only focus on building the brand and solid relationships between different stakeholders with 

same vision. This was also mentioned by one private sector respondent that the city has tried 

to create these kind of brand related positions, but they always include so many additional 

tasks that the actual brand building remains vague. Also, a visual face as a brand ambassador 

and a champion was seen as a driver for a place brand in the theoretical part by Casidy et al. 

(2019) and Stubbs & Warnaby (2015) and also even though this kind of visual face seems 
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to lack in South Karelia, it was seen as an important part of the place brand since it was seen 

as demonstrating engagement.  

The internal competition was seen as preventing factor for the place brand engagement. Even 

though the competition between Lappeenranta and Imatra had been decreasing during the 

past years, it was still mentioned by few respondents. According to Aharon & Alfasi (2022) 

interaction between cities in especial peripheral regions is important. The capital and 

resources are distributed unequal between places and, for example Lappeenranta has more 

capital, both financial and human, than other places in South Karelia. This is why spatial 

relations are basis for a regional cooperation in brand building. However, even though 

interaction is essential, it also guarantees the horizontal view of place branding by learning 

from other places (Lu & de Jong, 2019). Few responded stated from the public sector that it 

does not matter for the place where a company invests or where LUT is located since it all 

increases the attractiveness of South Karelia. However, in contrast it was also stated by few 

respondents that centralizing education to Lappeenranta decrease the attractiveness and 

vitality of other parts in the region. What was commonly stated in the responses was that the 

internal competition does not increase the engagement of the stakeholders but also it does 

not increase the attractiveness or growth of the region. 

Like mentioned by Casidy et al. (2019) conflicting priorities inhibit the engagement. It seems 

that there is unawareness of the roles since at times people are unaware of different projects 

and projects can be overlapping. This prevents the engagement. All companies and also cities 

preferred their own brand over the South Karelian brand. Most respondents view was that it 

did not give any added value for the brand and thus no resources were used to that. The logo 

created by the Regional Council was mentioned and appreciated but not used. However, this 

is evidence that there is a large amount of internal competition in the region. Not necessarily 

between companies regarding the place brand but between cities. It should be understood by 

all stakeholders including the residents that the growth of businesses, cities, municipalities, 

and the education sector benefits the whole region, and everyone involved in it.  

The size of the place was also seen as an inhibitor. South Karelia is a small region and many 

of the respondents saw that the regional borders are superficial and creating internal 

competition. By creating something bigger like the region of Saimaa was seen as benefiting 

everyone when resources were bigger, and it would create diversity to the decision makers. 

Like mentioned by one public sector respondent, same people sit around different tables. 
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The most important inhibitor of the place brand engagement in South Karelia was the local 

politics. The natural cycle of the Finnish political system was seen as inhibiting the long-

term growth of the place brand when political power and even views were changing over the 

years. Example the need for the airport in Lappeenranta has been getting a lot of attention 

but also the opinions between parties and politicians have changes as stated by one 

respondent from the public sector. Like mentioned by Casidy et al. (2019) and Stubbs & 

Warnaby (2015) the democratic changes in people and power challenge the long-term 

growth since different parties have different agendas.  

However, the political cycle and changes in the political power seems not to be the biggest 

obstacle in South Karelia and their cities but the overall resistance to change. In most cases 

it was seen that the local politics is seen as if not preventing the growth and vitality of the 

place and the companies but not supporting it either. This kind of situation was not 

mentioned in the theory part. However, it may originate from the residents. Since politicians 

are also residents, the residents’ resistance to change, which was mentioned both in the 

theory and the findings (Cleave, et al., 2019; Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015), is extended to the 

local politics. It was stated by one private sector respondent that it seems that the residents 

are against everything and one respondent from the higher education sector respondent 

pondered that to what extend those voices have to be heard since the resistant is so vast. For 

example, it was seen challenging to understand by the private sector that companies are 

willing to invest their own money for the new arena in Lappeenranta but the voices against 

it are so loud that it is uncertain whether the arena will be built. The resistance might be 

partly related to social branding (Jansson, 2012). Even though the concept is related more to 

discrimination and even if the region was not identified as racist, it was identified as introvert 

making it challenging or impossible to integrate to the society if coming from the outside. 

Similar with this and the resistance to change is that there is a change in the natural 

environment which is seen challenging.  

What is important to highlight here is that also the public sector saw that the local politics 

were not supporting the building of an attractive place brand. Only one respondent from the 

private sector saw that the local politics is serving the company needs and the place is built 

together. It might be that not only the size of a company, but especially personal relationships 

are key factors to cooperation. However, even though a change of generation was hoped in 

the local politics also dynamic and innovative leaders were appreciated.   
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1d: What are the push and pull factors of South Karelia for international talents? 

Like any other brand, also the place brand aims to provide value to its customers. As an 

effective value proposition is based on the brand identity and relationships (Aaker, 1996, pp. 

84-87), next, the value proposition of South Karelia is formed in figure 17 based on the 

empirical findings. The value proposition is targeted to international talent working in the 

area of the green transition. The functional and emotional factors together are a signal of a 

high brand equity (Aaker, 1996, p. 84) and combines the hard and soft pull factors (Rainisto, 

2004, pp. 66-67). The functional benefit of South Karelia is that it is the hub of expertise 

around the green transition and as identified earlier it is easily accessible from Helsinki even 

though it is still not part of the brand image. Like also mentioned in the empirical part, there 

is high level and number of expertise in the area due to LUT and the Greenreality Network. 

However, the building of the hub must be fast since also Kokkola on the West coast is 

planning a hydrogen factory and the company Flexens is planning to invest €500 million to 

it (Möller & Kluukeri, 2022). 

The emotional benefits of South Karelia are intelligence, happiness, and activeness. People 

are expertise on the green transition, they are happy but also active. The adaptability in the 

changing condition on the Russian boarder is a good example of activeness of finding 

alternative solutions for businesses such as solutions around the green transition. An active 

and entrepreneurial aspect of differentiation is in general rising due to the high level of 

competition of workforce (Lu & de Jong, 2019). But in addition to professional emotions, 

South Karelia creates happy emotions. The brand identity was recognized as happy, 

talkative, and welcoming, focusing on positive characteristics.  

The self-expressive factors for South Karelia are expertise and nature. People are able to 

express themselves through high expertise around the green transition but in their free time 

they relate to nature and Saimaa and can express themselves through the calmness of nature. 

The greenness goes from professional life to free time. The relative cost of the value 

proposition is that the cost of living is relatively low. After living costs, there is still money 

and time to enjoy life. The value proposition includes all the elements by phrasing it: “The 

hub of the green transition. Easy living in the nature, near Helsinki.” According to Lu & de 

Jong (2019) a city needs one targeted label for a place and in South Karelia the label is “green 

expertise” in this value proposition. 
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Figure 19. The value proposition of South Karelia targeted to international talent in green 

transition. Modified from Aaker (1996, p. 88). 

In continuation for the value proposition, the South Karelian push and pull factors are 

adapted to the model from Barkun et al. (2022) in figure 18. Enable refers to demand of 

international talent (INSEAD, 2022). In South Karelia the biggest push factor for the region 

was the lack of employment and economic opportunities. This was seen especially 

problematic when also the spouse was in need of employment. It was criticized that 

entrepreneurship is not supported enough in the region. Seinäjoki and Ostrobothnia were 

mentioned as a good example of entrepreneurial support. Not all but most of the companies 

in this research brought out the need of the Finnish language due to safety issues or Finnish 

customers. Like one respondent from the public sector said that the region has dealt with the 

Russians for years without a common language and now suddenly the language is a problem.  

However, what was remarkable in this research was the notation that there is no need to 

choose Finnish or English for a working language, but it can be both. It is the responsibility 

of the international talent to learn Finnish, but it is also the employer’s responsibility to help 

in that process by providing some material in English and speaking simple and clear Finnish. 

All of the private sector respondents thought positively about investing in Finnish courses 

for international talent. Additionally, not all but most companies saw that it is important to 

hire international talent now or in the future even though it was not seen easy always. Slowly 

changing the organizational culture to become more international and making the business 

more international, the change was seen to happen. All companies in this research aimed for 

growth even though it seemed that outside this research the companies in the region were 

settled to their position and not aiming for significant growth or internationalization. There 

is a growing possibility for growth in the region for international talent and networking and 
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growing the ethnic and professional network was seen important and it was being developed 

especially by the private and higher education sectors.  

According to Cleave & Arku (2020) high-talented migrants see the perceptions of local 

economy with a good possibility for employment and an affordable but quality housing as 

the most attractive factors when considering moving to a foreign place. This is an important 

notation. Governmental organizations might focus on traditional branding efforts like 

slogans and logos. According to the studies from Barkun et al. (2021) and Cleave & Arku 

(2020) these things were not as important as the positioning of good places to find jobs and 

housing. Non-creative classes prioritize cost efficiency (Cleave & Arku, 2020; Zenker, 

2009). For this reason, even though a place must have a coherent brand and branding 

strategy, it must also be adaptable to target different groups to find its full potential. 

Attract with good quality of life. This was seen as a pull factor in South Karelia due to 

easiness of living, nature, Saimaa, good schooling, and family-related issues. Especially, the 

soft pull factors give a place additional value and a way to differentiate since they are hard 

to imitate and create emotions with the brand (Naert 2018; Rainisto 2004).  However, the 

lack of events and free time activities for young adults was seen as a big push factor also. 

The cultural offerings were seen as focusing on children and seniors. Whereas big cities can 

communicate the diversity of the social life, for a smaller place like South Karelia, it can be 

beneficial to highlight the specific aspects of social life (Schade, et al., 2018) since the non-

creative class prioritize recreation and nature over urbanity and diversity (Zenker, 2009). 

Focusing marketing to specific events for young adults the general assumption of the lack of 

social life can change. However, it was also brough up that the lack of premises for hosting 

events was preventing branding in that sense.  

The respondents brought to attention that the region did not succeed in retaining the students 

after graduation in the region. Even though the spirit in the campus area is international and 

has a good spirit, in fact most students move away from the region as soon as possible 

(Nieminen, 2019). Reasons for not retaining students were distance of the campus area 

preventing the integration of students to the society, lack of events and free time activities 

for young adults, and employment and career opportunities. This ends up to the importance 

of the brand identity and brand image since branding can be implicit or explicit (Cleave & 

Arku, 2020). If students do not integrate to the local society but remains in the brand image 

which seems not to match up with the brand identity, to international or even Finnish student 
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might never see or feel anything other positive in the region despite LUT and LAB, Saimaa 

and the nature. And if a person does not have positive or self-expressive feelings with the 

nature, there is not much left. Affordable life is not affordable if there are no jobs, or 

activities in the free time. Especially the lack of employment opportunities, the implicit 

branding through word of mouth can be crucial. The local community plays a key role in 

creating a place identity (Nursanty, 2021) and this is why the implicit branding is important. 

Be global refers to professional and ethnic networks, cultural diversity, and clear 

immigration policies. The networks were being developed for companies and higher 

education sector respondents in this research. The campus area again has vast cultural 

diversity, but it is not visible in Lappeenranta, Imatra or in South Karelia in general. Again, 

the location of the campus saw seen problematic but also the Finnish language, and 

employers’ appreciation towards Finnish origins. In general, it was seen that there is will to 

take international talent into South Karelian society but in reality, the society was not to seen 

as to be there yet. As already mentioned, LUT and LAB are global, but the region itself is 

not even though there is will. Since the local community creates the place (Zenker & Erfgen, 

2014) and if there is no interaction between the international and local communities, the 

place brand image is not international. Clear immigration policies are a pull factor for 

international talent but in Finland the process is complex it is under development at the 

moment (Jokinen, et al., 2021). 

As is visible in the picture, employment and economic and clear immigration policies are 

the most challenging pull factors for the region. There is cultural diversity in the campus 

area but it does not reach the region. Additionally, all stakeholders have good professional 

networks with each other but also independently, but the ethnic networks mainly refer to the 

campus and some companies in the region. The good quality of life is the most positive 

factor in the model for South Karelia. However, also that factor has its faults due to lack of 

activities for young adults. Frankly put and based on this model, South Karelia has a lot of 

work to attract international talent. However, it must be highlighted that when branding 

places for international talent, this kind of holistic framework should not be used but use 

focused targeting (Silvanto & Ryan, 2018) and highlight the factors like cost efficiency, and 

recreation opportunities for non-creative high talents (Cleave & Arku, 2020). With the right 

strategic choices based on a place’s soft and hard pull factors, the branding might be 
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extremely efficient. Relocation branding for international talent needs targeted and 

multidimensional thinking. (Silvanto & Ryan, 2014) 

 

 

 

Figure 20. South Karelian push and pull factors. Adopted model from Barkun et al. (2022). 

 

Main Research Question 1: How are regional stakeholders engaged in place branding 

for international talent attraction?  

All stakeholders in this research are relatively engaged to build a place brand which is 

attractive for international talent but there is variance between and inside the stakeholder 

groups. However, they are all aware of the fact that students need to get integrated better to 

the region and that international talents and their families are needed to the region to ensure 

the future of the region. 

The private sector has the biggest variance inside the sector in the level of engagement to 

build an attractive place brand for international talent. Some companies are already hiring 
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based on skills and not on nationality. Some companies are aware of the challenges with the 

Finnish language and organizational culture which, if not prevent but challenge hiring 

international talent. However, those companies are developing their operations towards a 

company which is internally also international. Some of the companies value employees 

with Finnish origins due to language requirements in safety and in internal and customer 

communications. The interviewed companies are aiming determinately to growth and even 

internal growth and thus demonstrate engagement for building a vital place brand partly also 

to international talent. The private sector also tightly cooperates with LUT which is a sign 

of the place brand engagement by networking with possible employees and contributing to 

R&D. The companies are or could be place brand ambassadors and they talk about South 

Karelia. However, the communication of the place brand benefits could be more conscious 

since attracting people to move to South Karelia is challenging even on national level.  

The engagement of the public sector is divided between LUT and the regional and city 

sectors due to their different aspects of engagement towards internationally attractive place 

brand. LUT is the region’s most engaged stakeholder towards a place brand which attracts 

international talent. It is the biggest pull factor for the region and has a large and international 

network and strongly values personal skills over nationality. It is engaged to develop the 

place brand because it is aware of the unbalance between its own and the place brand. It is 

seen that the place brand partly hinders also LUT’s attractiveness.  

The public sector in city and regional sector has become conscious of the limiting factor of 

the Finnish language in entrepreneurship and is providing entrepreneur and tourism services 

also in English. It has also expressed its willingness to provide more services in English, but 

it has not been implemented. Larger scale of services in English would be seen as a 

differentiation factor for the region and to help international talent to remain in the region. 

Additionally, different international projects are a sign of a deep engagement of building an 

internationally attractive place brand, but the short duration of projects is seen to hinder the 

engagement in long-term.  

The public sector is also engaged to build a place brand for international talent. However, in 

this research, it is the least engaged stakeholder group and the lack of resources, internal 

competition, local politics, and marketing focusing on tourism and nature instead of 

expertise around green transition is seen as the biggest inhibitors for building a visionary 

and internationally attractive place brand which focuses to the future. The lack of activities 
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for young adults was seen also as an inhibitor for the place. The public sector sees organizing 

and hosting events for professionals and young adults as a significant part of developing an 

attractive brand, but the lack of premises is preventing it. 
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6. Conclusion 

In this chapter the research is summarized, and the goal and outcomes are presented. Since 

the research questions were answered in the previous chapter, the main findings of the 

research are presented as theoretical contribution with the final theoretical framework. 

Managerial implications are explained and last, the limitations and future research 

suggestions are made.  

The goal of this research was to find a solution how the decreasing resident number can be 

stopped in South Karelia. The relevancy of this subject is high since in many developed 

countries the natural increase of population has stopped or slowed down, and immigration 

is increasing the numbers. The global war of international talent has made place branding 

relevant and the aim of this research was to investigate how the South Karelian stakeholders 

in the public and private sectors are engaged to build an attractive place brand for 

international talent. LUT is seen as the main pull factor to the region, but the resident 

numbers have decreased and are predicted to decrease in the coming years. Building an 

attractive place brand for international talent is seen as one of the solutions to increase 

attraction to move and remain to the region. This is seen as ultimately it accumulates in 

resident numbers.  

 

6.1 Theoretical Contribution 

The research gap was identified in the beginning of the research that there is relatively few 

research of how place branding influences international talent attraction. Additionally, even 

though the public-private relationship is examined in the literature for example by 

Hankinson (2004) and that a place brand is built from bottom-up by the public and private 

sectors, and the residents (Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015), the balance between the private and 

public sectors of how the place brand is created and managed lack research and this is the 

theoretical contribution of this research. This research provides new information of the 

public-private relationship in place branding. The findings show that even though the place 
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brand is created in cooperation more between the public and private sectors than with 

residents, the public sector has a stronger role in taking responsibility of managing thee place 

brand. The key findings and the theoretical contribution of this research are now presented 

through the theoretical framework in figure 21 which has been modified to correspond the 

place branding process in the context of South Karelia. The research has two theoretical 

contributions. Firstly, it is clear that in the public sector has a bigger role in place branding 

instead of pure public-private relationship and secondly, instead of buttom-up, the region 

requires top-down approach for the place brand.  

The center of the framework is the place brand itself. As identified in the preliminary 

theoretical framework, the stakeholders impact the place brand, but the place also impacts 

the stakeholders (Aitken & Campelo, 2011) and this was supported by the findings. Even 

though the study aim was to investigate the public-private stakeholder engagement in South 

Karelia, residents and LUT were added to the framework. Like recognized by Stubbs & 

Warnaby (2015) higher education centers have a stakeholder and positively impact the place 

attractiveness, activeness, and even infrastructure and this is what LUT was identified to do. 

LUT’s role in the place is seen so significant that it is seen as an independent and powerful 

stakeholder in the framework separated from the public sector. LUT was seen to attract 

people as the biggest pull factor to the region and to increase the attractivity and vitality of 

the place but the public sector faces challenges in engaging students to the region or 

companies in employing people to South Karelia from outside the region with no pre-

existing relationships with the region. The triangle cities-private sector-LUT was seen as an 

important cooperation to develop the place attractiveness and retention rate. The lack of 

employment and career opportunities and lack of activities for young people was seen as the 

biggest challenge for the place. Saimaa and nature provide recreation opportunities and 

positively impact the place brand. Together with LUT they are seen as the biggest 

differentiation factor for the region but the region has a difficult and distant reputation which 

impact especially LUT and the private sector. 

The impact of the residents was added to the framework. Based on the findings in the 

literature and combined with the results on the empirical section, the residents should be 

more engaged and seen as an important stakeholder group and especially, young people who 

are seen to ultimately change the current atmosphere of change resistance and changings the 

political decision making towards visionary thinking. Based on the findings in the empirical 
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part, now the residents are not seen as important as the public and private sectors and LUT. 

The reason for adding the residents as a stakeholder group even though the study originally 

focused on the public-private relationship was the fact that the brand identity and brand 

image do not completely match and the change resistance among residents and among 

politicians is high. This is why the resident engagement plays a key role and this is widely 

supported by the literature. Engaging and activating them as a valuable stakeholder group 

makes the place brand identity authentic and truthful. The public and private sectors alone 

cannot build the brand and control especially the implicit branding and word of mouth.  

What is remarkable in this research is that the public sector’s role is so remarkable in the 

place brand. The public sector and especially the Regional Council of South Karelia is 

identified as the managing party for the South Karelian place brand and is given the 

responsibility to manage the creation and development of a common and attractive place 

brand. Their rights and roles in the society determine their responsibility (Aitken & Campelo, 

2011) to identify, gather, direct, and implement a common place brand and engage 

stakeholders with relationships. The cities, municipalities or least of all the private sector do 

not see their role as taking responsibility to develop or manage a common place brand but 

the focus is on their own brands. The public sector sees its role as creating growth and vitality 

for the place and that way create the place brand. The private sector and LUT are engaged 

to cooperate around the place brand with the public sector if the cooperation is concrete and 

actively implemented. Especially LUT and the private sector are highlighting the benefits of 

an attractive place brand for their operations but at the moment the place is not attractive. 

The challenge has increased the engagement.  

In general, the relationships in South Karelia are good or improving between all 

stakeholders, but as stated, instead of pure and equally balanced public-private relationship 

highlighted in the literature, the public sector has significantly bigger role in the place brand 

than other stakeholders and the engagement levels have variance between different 

stakeholders to create a place brand that attract international talent even though if reflected 

the literature, deep engagement from all stakeholders would benefit the common place 

brand. A common place brand created based on the value proposition mainly around green 

expertise but also partly around nature would increase the attraction of the whole region.  

The literature highlights the bottom-up approach for place branding which requires 

engagement from all stakeholders (Aitken & Campleo, 2011; Stubbs & Warnaby, 2015). 
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However, based on the findings in this research, the South Karelian place brand is built and 

managed more top-down. Even though the place brands are known to be built bottom-up and 

the process has also those elements with networking and on organizational level, the top-

down was seen as the best solution in this research. The public sector needs to take the lead 

more consciously and to manage. The need for setting a direction for the brand and managing 

it from the top and cooperating with lower levels, might origin from the fact that the brand 

identity is not completely clear. This again origins from lack of resources and engagement 

when stakeholders prioritize their own interests over the place brand.  

To some extent the requirement for top-down management and building process is a signal 

of weak engagement. Stakeholders are willing to participate but not take responsibility. 

However, the fact that all respondents saw themselves as place ambassadors or willing to be 

one, is a signal of engagement by communicating the place brand identity even though it 

would not necessarily add any value for the operations but for the region.  

Since the brand needs some clarification and the situation is unexceptional in the region due 

to closed border, changes in the paper industry, and NATO, the brand needs direction, 

guidance, and communication not only for specifying the brand elements but to specify the 

roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders and this process should be facilitated by 

the public sector. This increase the engagement when stakeholders are aware of their duties 

and the actions must be reported further. The need for a steering committee is supported by 

Sedra & El Bayed (2021). But according to them an independent association to direct the 

strategy and to manage the public-private relationship is the most efficient solution. This 

creates efficiency, engagement and a coherent brand identity. Sedra & El Bayed (2021) state 

that an independent association to manage the place brand is effective. This association is in 

charge of the strategy and builds and maintains a solid private-public relationship. That kind 

of relationship not only supports deep engagement and a coherent brand identity for both 

actors but also enables raising funds for the place brand development. This was also 

supported by the findings. It was supported that even one person purely focusing on building 

the place brand and maintaining the network, would increase the place brand engagement 

and attractiveness.  

Even though the main role of the private sector is to employ people, create growth, and 

economic stability to the region, and LUTs role is to attract people, create growth and 

educate them, their role as place brand communicator cannot be overlooked. In general, it is 
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responsibility of every stakeholder to communicate the brand identity and its benefits. When 

the place brand is built together and communicated together, the identity becomes the image. 

Even though organizations value their own brands and resources are limited, to create an 

attractive place brand for international talents requires communication and engagement from 

all stakeholders. It cannot be only the public sector’s role to build and communicate the place 

brand especially when companies and LUT have international networks. Also, the role of 

the residents in communicating the brand message cannot be overlooked since they live the 

brand and have power in the communication in that way. Engagement of different 

stakeholders influence the type and strength of the sustainability of the place brand especially 

in rural areas (Gulisova, et al., 2021). 

Based on these findings in the framework, the research continues of the research of place 

branding as network models from Hankinson (2005) and Hanna & Rowley (2011), and 

Harrison Walker (2012). Based on their work and on this research, place brand develops 

through stakeholders and their relationships. It is not only the brand experience but also the 

brand communications that have significant value in place brand network models. In 

peripheral regions the capital and people are distributed unequally (Aharon & Alfasi, 2022). 

This is why it is important to extend the network between cities and municipalities within 

the region. The fact, it is seen that the public sector is managing the brand and taking the 

responsibility on it, is the key theoretical contribution of the research.  

Lastly, based on this research the place brand is not created in such a deep cooperation as 

the place brand literature states but there are more “silent partners” who participate if needed 

since it is seen that the place does not bring any added value for the operations. Even though 

this research takes into account the will and the actual implementation of also to build the 

brand from bottom-up in the region, the high number of results in favor for top-down 

approach gives significant theoretical contribution for this research. 
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Figure 21. Theoretical frame for of the study (2023). 

 

6.2 Managerial Implications 

Since there were a high number of brand elements named in the empirical part, it is a signal 

that the brand identity is not clear and whereas this is a signal of insufficient or weak 

communications inside the region. For clearing the brand identity and making it the brand 

image, the internal communications should be improved. Communicating successes was also 

mentioned be a strong driver for engagement. It could be done through an internal newsletter 

which is highlighting the successes in the public and private sectors. Since the number of 

different stakeholders identified in this study is relatively large and maybe it should even 

include more different kind of associations and organizations like the churches, sports clubs, 

cultural sector operators, the newsletter could have to parts. One targeted to a certain 

stakeholder group and one common part for all stakeholders. In this way the whole region 

would see the successes in creating an attractive and vital South Karelia. However, the 

newsletter would be only provided to the public and private sector to strengthen the 

relationship. 

To clarify the brand and making it truly a green expertise and cooperation with the residents 

is needed. Engaging the residents deeper and earlier to the process means that the process 
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will be more demanding. However, the brand identity will correspond the brand identity in 

this way. Also, model like the DST should be applied to the region not only with residents 

but both in the public and private sectors. Engaging and providing the opportunity to talk 

about the place in this way may end up with unique and fascinating outcomes. In the times 

of influencer marketing, a visual face for the region would give a new perspective to 

branding and making it more truthful. The face might be the Lappeenranta city manager 

Kimmo Jarva or the region manager Satu Sikanen. It might be that the region does not only 

need to turn a new page in the politics but also in marketing and branding. Using public 

officers similarly as influencers would be a unique way to differentiate. However, this might 

require a person who only focuses on place branding like suggested in the theoretical 

contribution-section. However, also the companies need to communicate the benefits of the 

region more frequently if they wish to attract employees and grow. This would also be the 

way to communicate the brand and the successes around it to the residents which is a 

significant stakeholder for the South Karelian place brand.  

Now the assumption is that the private sector employs students and the cities create and 

communicate the benefits of their places. However, since the problem is that the students are 

not willing to adapt, integrate or settle to the region, they should be engaged to South Karelia 

and used as ambassadors for the place similarly to public officers. Now the communications 

of the place benefits and the overall place brand is based on the student’s will to promote it, 

explicitly or implicitly. This would add value for the place and free resources from the public 

sector to something else since most likely the public sector is forced to find modern ways to 

market the place.  

Lastly, it is a big question whether the region of South Karelia should even exist. However, 

since not only the brand but the borders of the region are seen superficial especially by the 

public sector, should something else be created and rearrange the funding, personnel, and 

resources. If the region was extended more to West and taking advantage of the competitive 

advantages of for example, Mikkeli and Savonlinna, it would most likely benefit the whole 

region, also the more distant places. Naming a region capital would also help the branding 

and clarifying the brand. Since the internal competition is an inhibitor for a place brand to 

flourish, the capital could cycle every 3 -5 years, as an example.   
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6.3 Limitations and Further Research 

Limitation for the research is that it excluded residents from the empirical part. The findings 

might differ in general how residents perceive the place brand and what are the drivers and 

inhibitors for the place brand engagement when place brand is built for international talent. 

For example, the final theoretical framework might be different if residents were included 

to the research as a stakeholder group. However, since all interviewees live around South 

Karelia, the limitation factor might be smaller in this sense.  

Another limitation is the research context. Since South Karelia is such as small place but has 

an attractive university and university of applied sciences, the results are not necessarily 

valid in bigger places or even with smaller places without a university. In bigger places there 

are more stakeholders, residents, job opportunities, and social life. The relationships and the 

creation of the place brand can be different. Additionally, if the research was taken to another 

country, especially the roles and responsibilities might be different especially in that case.  

The third limitation for the research is that the time after the pandemic, Russian’s invasion 

to Russian, which closed the border between Finland and Russia, and the entry to NATO has 

created a lot of changes and challenges to the region by preventing trade and tourism which 

naturally has impacted the economics and attractiveness of the region. This has impacted the 

place brand also. A further research proposition for the future could be to investigate the 

place brand and how the entry to NATO has impacted it or alternatively how the border 

closing impacts the place brand.  

Second further research proposition is to evaluate the place brand again against to the brand 

elements in this study. Like visible in this research, the hype around the possibilities around 

the green transition is high but the hype is similar in Ostrobothnia and also in other places in 

Europe. How South Karelia survives in this competition and does the brand identity and 

brand image become “green expertise” as a primary brand element green as suggested as a 

city label earlier.  

Third, since the goal of this study was to find a solution to increase the taxpayers and 

inhabitants in South Karelia, it could be investigated that does the place brand become 

attractive for international talent and how does their amount in the private sector increase 

ultimately impacting the region’s number of inhabitants. Many of the companies mentioned 
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that hiring international talent in becoming more relevant every day, so it could be researched 

that does it really become a normality and does it actually impact the place brand and the 

number of residents in the region.   
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Appendix 1: Interview questions 

(Parentheses signifies that the question was only asked for public or private sectors.) 

Definition of the South Karelian brand 

1. What is the South Karelian brand identity?  

2. What are the differentiation factors of the region? What makes it unique?  

3. What is the South Karelian brand image?  

4. Is there a South Karelian brand (public sector)  

Stakeholders and their role  

5. Who are the stakeholders that create the South Karelian brand?  

6. Who manages the brand?  

7. Should it be managed bottom-up or top-down? Why? 

8. What is your organization’s role in the South Karelian place brand?  

9. Do all stakeholders have the same direction to build an attractive South 

Karelia? Why do you think so? 

10. How would you describe the relationships between different stakeholders?  

11. Do you feel valued as a stakeholder? How?  

12. Do you see that the South Karelian place brand is an advantage or a 

disadvantage?  

13. How would you value your organization’s brand and the South Karelian 

brand?  

14. Are you a brand ambassador for the South Karelian brand? How do you show 

it?  

Drivers and inhibitors for the stakeholders’ engagement to build an attractive South 

Karelia  

15. What are the drivers that support the stakeholders’ engagement to build an 

attractive South Karelian place brand?  

16. What are the inhibitors that prevent the stakeholders’ engagement to build an 

attractive South Karelian place brand?  

17. Where would you need more resources for building the brand (public 

sector)?  

18. Do you see that the local politics support the building of an attractive and 

vital South Karelian brand?  

19. Do most of the workers (in this branch office) live in South Karelia?  

20. How do you feel about outsourcing branding (public sector)? 

South Karelia and international talent  

21. What are the pull factors for international talent in South Karelia?  

22. What are the push factors for international talent in South Karelia?  

23. How should the position of the Finnish language change in order not to be a 

push factor (public sector)?  

24. Would you be willing to pay Finnish courses for international talents in your 

company (private sector)?  

25. How is the company’s experience in employing international talent (private 

sector)?  

26. Are South Karelians ready to take international talents as part of society?  
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27. How do we get more companies and more employment to the region to build 

an attractive South Karelia for international talent?  

 

 

Appendix 2: Coded interview questions 

Definition of the South Karelian brand 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

Stakeholders and their roles 

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

14. 

13. 

12.  

Drivers for the stakeholders’ engagement to build an attractive South Karelia 

15.  

19.  

9.  

10.  

11.  

20.  

Inhibitors for the stakeholders’ engagement to build an attractive South Karelia  

16.  

18.  

17.  

South Karelia and international talent  

21.  

22.  

26.  

23.  

24.  

27.  

25.



 

 

 


	1. Introduction
	1.1. Background
	1.2. Research Question and Objective of the Study
	1.3. Literature Review
	1.4. Preliminary Theoretical Framework
	1.5. Key Concept Definitions
	1.6. Delimitations
	1.7. Research Methodology
	1.8. Structure of the Study

	2. Place Branding
	2.1 Essentials of Branding
	2.1.1 Brand as a Tool for Differentiation
	2.1.2 Brand Equity

	2.2 Concept of Place Branding
	2.2.1 Place Brand Identity
	2.2.2 Place Brand Positioning
	2.2.3 Place Brand Image
	2.2.4 Place Brand Management

	2.3 Role of Stakeholders in Place Brand ing
	2.3.1 Relational Place Branding
	2.3.2 Types of Stakeholders in Place Branding

	2.4 Defining Roles in Place Branding
	2.4.2 The Public Sector’s Role
	2.4.3 The Private Sector’s Roles

	2.5 Challenges in Place Branding Engagement
	2.5.1 Drivers for Place Brand Engagement
	2.5.2 Inhibitors for Place Brand Engagement

	2.6  Place Branding for International Talent Acquisition
	2.6.1 Value proposition and hard and soft pull factors
	2.6.2 Important factors affecting the moving decision for international talents


	3. Research Design and Methods
	3.1 South Karelia as a Research Context
	3.1.1 Distinctiveness of South Karelia
	3.1.2 International Talent in South Karelia

	3.2 Research Method
	3.3 Sample Selection
	3.4 Data Collection Methods
	3.5 Data Analysis Methods
	3.6 Data Reliability and Validity

	4. Findings
	4.1 Defining the South Karelian Brand
	4.1.1 Identity of South Karelian Place Brand
	4.1.2 Positioning of the South Karelian Place Brand
	4.1.3 Image of the South Karelian Place Brand

	4.2 Roles of Stakeholders in Building the Place Brand
	4.3 Engagement of the Public and Private Sectors
	4.3.1 Drivers for the Engagement
	4.3.2 Inhibitors for the Engagement

	4.4 Attractiveness factors of South Karelia for International Talent
	4.4.1 The Pull Factors
	4.4.1 Push Factors


	5. Discussion of the Findings
	6. Conclusion
	6.1 Theoretical Contribution
	6.2 Managerial Implications
	6.3 Limitations and Further Research

	References

