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Abstract 

Spatial planning and place branding are allies in the discovery and creation of place narratives 

and assets as well as in contributing to spatial transformation or the improvement of the socio-

spatial and spatial-economic conditions of a place. However, the existing and potential linkages 

between spatial planning and place branding are yet to be explored by both scientists and policy 

makers. The objective of this paper is twofold. First, we reflect upon the central themes of this 

special issue by placing them in the context of larger debates on the position of place branding 

and spatial planning in society. Secondly, we show that this requires attention to the many ways 

in which planning and branding can cross-fertilize each other and to the embedding of both in 

evolving spatial governance structures. We then conclude with a typology expanding the 

understanding of this linkage between spatial planning and place branding. 
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Introduction 

 

Although spatial planning and place branding have largely overlapping and related interest 

concerning the use, organization and meaning of space and place, they have often ignored each 

other, or have been quite critical of each other (Vanolo, 2017; Hae, 2017). Whereas planning has 

diverse roots in architecture, modernist management methods, land reclamation and engineering 

(Albrechts, Healey & Kunzmann, 2003; Gunder & Hillier, 2016), place branding was originally 

considered in the frame of marketing, as destination marketing, first for tourism development, 

later for more general economic development (Kavaratzis, Warnaby & Ashworth, 2015; Ashworth 

& Kavaratzis, 2010; Ashworth & Voogd, 1990). Both spatial planning and place branding have 

developed from rather narrow technical roots over the decades to fields of practice and reflection 
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which understand themselves as eyeing larger goals and the public interest. With this shift, 

planning and branding more and more came to understand themselves as part of spatial 

governance structures (Go & Trunfio, 2012). Their shared focus on space and place narratives also 

brought them closer (Van Assche & Lo, 2011; cf. Throgmorton, 1996). It seems rather obvious that 

the two fields can enrich each other, and deserve to be considered together as approaches to 

spatial governance and community development in a broad sense.  

 

In this special issue, we explore the relations and synergies between spatial planning and place 

branding in the context of widely varying governance systems and their evolution over time. The 

different contributions show that many relations are imaginable and practicable. The exploration 

draws on rethinking key concepts of planning and branding and their linkages, identifying 

possibilities and pitfalls, and furthering the understanding of how different strategies work in 

diverse and changing governance contexts. Exploring the relation between spatial planning and 

place branding is useful and important for several reasons.  

 

First, one can notice that in many cities and urban regions spatial planning, especially strategic 

planning for the long-term, is something that is difficult to grasp and to implement in practice 

(Hersperger et al. 2018). In many places, spatial planning never has been an influential field, while 

in many European countries the former centralized planning systems have lost much of their 

power due to legal and political reforms (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2013; Gunn & Hillier, 2014; 

Niedziałkowski & Beunen, 2019). In those situations, where existing forms of planning are not 

effective or supported, the insights from place branding can enrich the search for new planning 

approaches, with place branding strategies as a valuable addition to the toolbox of planners 

(Oliveira, 2015), urban policy makers (Lucarelli, 2018; Kavaratzis, 2018) and place managers 

(Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2018; Ntounis & Kavaratzis, 2017; Cleave, Arku, Sadler & Gilliland, 

2017).  

 

Secondly, much of the literature on place branding either under- or overestimates what branding 

can actually do to support local business, improve infrastructures and the physical condition of a 

place, and to contribute to job creation as well as job maintenance and talent retention. This is 

partly because of underlying ideological assumptions (Gotham, 2007) and partly because of a lack 

of insights in the functioning of governance. This is for example reflected in simplistic recipes and 

approaches in which place branding is reduced to a marketing strategy through a one-size-fits-all 

approach and the all too often blind and frenetic rush to attract investment, talent and tourists 
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(Oliveira, 2016). It is also reflected in some of the critiques on place branding that focus on the 

negative consequences of commodification of place (Boland, 2013; Warren & Dinnie, 2018; Van 

Assche et al. 2016). The insights from planning literature can enrich understandings of the way 

narratives, assets, and space can be governed, with an eye on democratic decision-making on 

long-term perspectives (Healey et al. 2006).  

 

Thirdly, theories of spatial governance, of planning and place branding, can be furthered if they 

integrate insights from neighbouring disciplines, and not in the least from each other. Planning 

could use the insights in place-based value creation stemming from place branding, and place 

branding can offer more realistic strategies if is includes insights in how places might actually be 

changed or preserved through coordinated intervention (Lucarelli & Brorstrom, 2013).  

 

Bringing planning and branding closer together in theory and practice means seeing their relation 

in the context of governance, the processes of taking and implementing collectively binding 

decisions (Go & Trunfio, 2012; Van Assche, Beunen, & Duineveld, 2014a). Planning in this view 

is spatial governance, defined as the coordination of policies and practices affecting the 

organization of space (Van Assche et al. 2014b; Gunder & Hillier, 2016). Place branding is defined 

here, among other possible definitions, as the creation of value in space by reinforcing and 

representing the assets of the place in a cohesive manner, in an image and a narrative of the place 

itself (Anholt, 2008; Kavaratzis et al. 2015). The potentialities and limits for spatial planning and 

place branding strategies relate to the presence or absence of what can be described as assets, 

spatial qualities, features, products or flows which can have a value for community development.   

 

In the following sections we will first reflect on the endeavour of finding synergies, after which 

conceptualization of assets in place branding and planning are explored. These sections lay the 

basis for a further exploration of the linkages between spatial planning and place branding in the 

context of governance. This exploration will focus on the role of narratives and the possibilities 

for spatial coordination. It draws from the various contributions to the special issue, reflecting the 

various authors’ expertise, and relevant insights from the literature on spatial planning, place 

branding, spatial governance, but also on corporate branding, public administration and 

communication studies.  
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Finding synergies: a tough job 

 

Practices of spatial planning and place branding are extremely diverse, focussing on different 

spatial and temporal scales and accommodating an enormous range of ambitions and goals. 

Planning ranges from administrative regulation, through integral design to market-based 

development perspective, while branding can include everything from place making to marketing 

and integral design. Caution is thus required when dealing with the labels ‘spatial planning’ and 

‘place branding’.  

 

A key argument throughout this special issue, is that realizing fruitful synergies between spatial 

planning and place branding requires a thorough understanding of planning and branding 

practices and the embedding of both in governance. This means looking beyond the labels, and 

beyond the self-presentations of both sets of professionals, and mapping out in detail how 

planning and branding really work in the given location. It also means that the actual position of 

each in broader governance configurations requires attention in order to better understand the 

current impact of both planning and branding, as well as their current relations and possibilities 

for re-configuring those relations.  

 

The contributions included in this issue share this basic perspective, yet differ in many other ways. 

They focus on different methods of linking planning and branding in institutional design, on 

procedural questions, such as the recurring issue of participation in planning and branding, on 

difficulties in defining assets and identities, on various spatial scales and frames and their 

susceptibility to branding, planning and a combination, and on governance mechanisms involved 

in accommodating new combinations of planning and branding. One can quickly notice the 

disciplinary diversity present in this issue, with marketing experts featuring side by side with 

geographers, planners, sociologists, public administration and policy experts, and economists.  

 

Assets and narratives in place branding  

 

Place branding in the narrow sense is about selling existing stories or about creating narrative 

assets out of material assets (Denning, 2006). The field of place branding nevertheless, has 

evolved in a way that allows for a much broader understanding of the different assets, of paths 

connecting them, and of possibilities for creating new ones and thus creating value (Anholt, 2008;  

Jensen, 2007). A key insight of place branding is that a place such as a city or a region, can be seen 
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as a product, but also as composed of various products (Van Assche et al. 2016). It soon became 

clear, however, that places are not just ‘baskets’ of products and place branding is not merely a 

matter of selling these products (Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2010). 

 

An assumption of place branding approaches is the emergence of several positive feedback loops 

between assets and place, or virtuous circles in the construction and maintenance of assets and 

place through place branding (Van Assche & Lo, 2011). First, if the place itself becomes more 

recognized and surrounded by positive associations which are linked through a narrative, then 

existing products can benefit through association and distribution of that narrative (Pasquinelli, 

2010; Rantisi & Leslie, 2006). Therewith the narrative and products are more likely to survive 

and thrive. Secondly, new products might be created by association with place and with other 

products (Donner et al. 2017; Ashworth & Voogd, 1990). They too might benefit from association 

with place and narrative. Thirdly, the physical attributes of the place itself that are turned into 

assets in and by the narrative of place, can more likely to be preserved thanks to the co-presence 

of narratives and products in a coordinated place branding effort (Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2010).  

 

The virtuous circle then is a situation in which place branding assists both in the recognition and 

maintenance of existing assets, and in the creation of new assets out of existing ones. The products 

that are derived from other assets, both physical and narrative, can become assets themselves, 

just as people who like the Italian region of Tuscany might start to appreciate its olive oil, and 

people who appreciate olive oil might start to like Tuscany, and just as Tuscan pesto can attract 

interest because of familiarity with the olive oil (Van Assche & Lo, 2011). 

 

In order to achieve such virtuous circle of asset creation and place stabilization, and before the 

brand becomes strong enough to sustain the self-fulfilling prophecy (Treggar, 2011; Van Assche 

& Hornidge, 2015), a true balancing act has to occur. In this balancing, one can start to discern 

potential linkages with spatial planning. For assets to generate other assets through place 

branding, one needs to balance:  

 Physical and narrative assets. One the one hand narratives about a place hold value as long as 

they to some extent reflect physical assets. Although one can certainly tell many stories about 

a place, there are limits to the credibility of place narratives. On the other hand a place and its 

physical assets can be adapted to existing narratives. Balancing physical and narrative assets 

is an ongoing and sometimes risky process. Focusing narratives on one style of architecture, 



 

6 

for example, can undermine a powerful story, if that style is not well represented (anymore) in 

the built environment; 

 Physical assets and local products. Focusing on an attractive landscape, in an aesthetic or 

ecological sense, for example, can draw the attention away from local products less tied to that 

landscape; 

 Narrative assets and local products, with some products functioning as place-based assets 

themselves. A particular history or historical event, for example, can draw attention to local 

products, but it might also obscure the connections between place and products. 

 

In order for the virtuous circle of asset creation to work in practice, the balancing to be undertaken 

requires stability and a measure of control that is not likely to exist or work for a long time in 

many places (Vanolo, 2017; Yea & Borner, 2018). Places are complex and heterogeneous entities 

and in a permanent state of change. Narratives change, and narratives lose their discursive 

embedding and persuasive qualities (Throgmorton, 1996; Kavaratzis, 2018). Products might 

survive as only ones out of basket, out of a tradition, and the whole tradition can vanish in a 

generation, leaving little trace. This does not undermine the value of place branding as such. It 

points at the necessity of adaptation and the application of tailor-made and place- and time-

specific strategies (Hospers, 2017). It also reveals the usefulness of ‘ingesting’ place branding in 

the context of governance, not only for democratic legitimacy, but also to avail of the tools of 

governance, including spatial planning.  

 

Assets and narratives in spatial planning 

 

Spatial planning has generally neglected assets and paid little attention to context in general 

(Gunder & Hillier, 2016; Throgmorton, 1996; Sandercock, 2003). The concept of ‘assets’ came in 

with a vengeance, through hybridization with traditions of community development, with applied 

anthropology and sociology, through internal critiques of modernist assumptions (e.g. Mathie & 

Cunningham, 2003; Van Assche et al. 2015). Being more attentive to local context then became 

translated as ‘asset-based’ planning or development, with the scope of assets gradually expanding 

to include landscape and historical assets, economic activities and later also narratives (Huang, 

Dan, Xu & Tong, 2018; Kavaratzis & Kalandides, 2015; Hillier, 2010).  

 

In places where spatial planning includes spatial design, either under the ‘label’ planning or under 

landscape architecture or urban design, there tended to be more sensitivity for local context, its 
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specificity and its assets (Van Assche et al. 2012; Dawson & Higgins, 2009). This included 

attention to the physical character of site, place, or region that as quality and obstacle, shaped the 

design of the place.  

 

The arrival of more participatory approaches to planning and the growing complexity of planning 

systems, including more forms of expertise, also brought a further diversification of ‘assets’. 

Talking to more people, is bringing in more stories, more narratives of place, and of assets as the 

qualities and positively interpreted elements of the place (Hospers, 2017; Sandercock, 2003; 

Oliveira & Hersperger, 2018). Such diversification also brings attention to conflicting place 

narratives, competing ideas on the nature and ranking of assets, and different perspectives on the 

value of the existing landscape for its desired future form (Harries, Byrne, Rhodes and Wallace, 

2018; Mayes, 2008). In some planning traditions, the conclusion was that planning ought to be 

about constructing narrative of place, later influencing the organization of space (Hospers, 2017; 

Eshuis et al. 2014), while in other places the immediate focus remained on organization of space, 

with long term projects on narrative identity and community development perceived as detracting 

and distracting, and unfeasible for the existing bureaucracies (Sager, 2011; Van Assche et al. 

2016).  

 

It is worth to mention that the main competition in the definition of assets in planning is very 

often not that between ‘expert’ and ‘local knowledge’, however defined, but rather between 

different forms of expertise. The competition between forms of expert knowledge is often invisible 

for most players, even the experts themselves, as most forms of expertise claim objectivity for 

themselves (Gunder & Hillier, 2016). Thus, the actual competition between expert discourses, 

between their ideas of assets, risks and opportunities, is more thoroughly opaque for all. Systems 

dominated by engineers tend to enshrine roads as assets, systems open to ecologists might see 

natural areas, or processes, or species, or diversity, as assets. Evidently, the unique asset 

construction in a planning system makes for different possible connections with place branding.  

 

A second observation to make here is that spatial planning is in many countries, regions, cities an 

site of policy integration (see in this issue Pasquinelli & Vuignier, 2020; see also Van Assche & 

Djanibekov, 2012; cf. Jordan & Lenschow, 2010), whereas place branding is not really 

institutionalized, i.e. not translated into bureaucratic actors and institutions (Warnaby, 2018). 

Most towns do not have place branding departments, and even where place branding strategies 

are embraced, their impact on governance tends to be rather limited, since they are not 
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institutionally designed as the places where other forms of policy are coordinated, integrated, and 

synthesized. Spatial planning evolved in many governance systems as a way to not only work on 

environmental issues and protect property values, but also as a site of policy integration towards 

community development (Healey et al., 2006). Comprehensive planning means planning 

envisioning a variety of common goals and tackling a set of collective problems. The more 

comprehensive the form of planning, the higher the burden (and opportunity) of policy 

integration, as more and more policy domains are touched and have to be taken into account (cf. 

Candel & Biesbroek, 2016). 

 

This brings us to a different limitation of planning, brought up by generations of critics of 

modernist planning and of comprehensive planning: the assumed measure of control often does 

not exist (Olesen 2014; Gunder & Hillier, 2016; Healey et al. 2006). Planning has varied degrees 

of success, and different degrees of control and steering. Many reasons have been discussed in the 

literature, but for the present discussion, we highlight the limits of planning to change community 

narratives, its limited interest, traditionally, in identity narratives of places and groups 

(Sandercock, 2003; Van Assche, 2004; see in this issue Belabas et al., 2020). Spatial planning 

thus has traditionally overlooked many existing assets, as locally defined, and missed many 

informal institutions, locally existing coordination tools, which might have helped to move a plan 

forwards (Easterly, 2006; Parker & Street, 2018). This blindness has alas survived beyond 

modernist planning and blueprint planning, and has creeped into more participatory versions of 

planning (Gunder & Hillier, 2016).  

 

A focus on narrative dynamics increasing the understanding of value dynamics, as narrative 

underpins any construction of value (Kavaratzis, 2012). This is true in a general sense and in the 

localized sense described above, with local values inspiring local products and narratives of the 

local selling products and possibly inventing new ones (Feagan, 2007). Spatial planning has often 

been blind for many discourses on place and value, and even if it had not, there is a theoretical 

limit to the degree of comprehensiveness achievable. In other words, planning as policy 

integration is not only selective (prioritizing this policy domain over that, this value over that), it 

is also necessarily limited by the complexity of the enterprise of policy integration (Collie, 2011; 

Candel & Biesbroek, 2016). Its lack of interest in economic issues, and especially in the potential 

for place- based economies, for value creation in place, cannot be remedied by claiming a central 

space for value creation or for place branding in the frame of policy integration. Internally, this 

would lead to problems, to probably undesirable trade-offs, e.g. environmental issues moving 
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down the ladder (Jordan & Lenschow, 2010). Externally, new competition with other sites and 

frames of policy integration would occur: one can think of economic development policy (Easterly, 

2006; Van Assche & Hordnige, 2015).  

 

Place narratives reconsidered 

 

Many critics of place branding have argued that it is essentially a neo-liberal activity that reduces 

everything, everyone, or every place to economic value (Kavaratzis & Kalandides, 2015; Van 

Assche & Lo, 2011). From this critical perspective, place branding is seen as an advanced form of 

commodification, making everything circulate as ‘material’ things with a value attached, in a 

globalized economy (Vanolo, 2017). We however, would say that indeed the economy is globalized 

and people are willing to pay for a variety of goods and services, including experiences and places, 

but that such does not imply that everything is reduced to a price. Value creation takes place, 

whether one is aware of that or not, and both planning and branding have partial sets of tools to 

manage the relation between value creation and places such as cities and regions (Kavaratzis et 

al. 2015). Putting a price on things is not a panacea, but under certain circumstances it can help 

to create (dis-) incentives to act, to buy, to travel, and (dis-)incentives to maintain certain 

narratives of value (Cleave et al. 2017). Being blind to processes of value creation in place, and 

refraining from even attempting to manage it, does not stop it, and does not prevent the uglier 

consequences of capitalism (Van Assche et al. 2016).  

 

Every value is created through narratives (Throgmorton, 1996; Sandercock, 2003; Van Assche, 

2004). Some narratives are more interesting or persuasive or attractive than others, and every 

asset varies in value accordingly. The essential role of narratives brings light to a natural limitation 

of branding: narrative, as discourse in general, is always partly unpredictable in its evolution. It 

can never be entirely controlled (Collie, 2011; Donner et al. 2017). The images of the place, of 

products, or of desirable lifestyles, might change and the connectivity between product, place and 

narrative will be re-assessed and reconstructed all the time (Lund et al. 2018; Gotham, 2007). 

Furthermore, narratives, including place brands, are always selective, highlighting particular 

aspects of a place or an asset and ignoring other ones. In the broader context of governance, there 

will always be actors that adhere different narratives and the ongoing competition between 

different narratives will in one way or another impact place brands. One can think, for example, 

about the critiques on place brands as solely representing the perspective of hegemonic actors and 

the ways in which such critiques influence both the place brand, as well as its potential impact 
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(Sadler, 1983; Warnaby, 2009). If narratives change, certain assets might become a liability, or 

something that eludes observation (Van Assche et al. 2012; Van Assche & Hordnige, 2015). If 

narratives change, other places might become more attractive, and all the products associated 

with the place might have to re-evaluate their connection to the place (Ashworth & Voogd, 1990); 

or, there could be a collective effort to rethink, rebrand and reorganize the place.  

 

Controlling the narrative is never entirely possible. Some narratives are however more stable than 

others. This stability partly depends on the linkages to other narratives, to underlying ideologies, 

or identity narratives and their linkage to places (Mayes, 2008; Van Assche, 2004). Yet no place 

is entirely stable, and in this direction, narratives can be among the stabilizing factors that soothe 

the place (Eshuis et al. 2014; Donner et al. 2017). Here one can think of stories of beauty, of 

importance, of the good life, or of identity and roots that make people conserve a place, a 

particular spatial configuration, and elements in that place.  

 

Within these narratives, assets are those elements that count as something of value. Place-based 

assets are those assets that are context-specific and tied to a place (De San Eugenio-Vela et al. 

2017; Rantisi, 2006). They might have pre-existed a narrative, as physical objects or features, then 

discovered and framed by narrative, or they can be the product of narrative in a literal sense, 

becoming embodied as new product after activities inspired by narrative (Harries et al. 2018; Inch 

& Walters, 2018). Existing products, then, might become assets of a place when connected to the 

place through narrative. They can add something to the place brand, and the brand can add value 

to them (Anholt, 2008; Kavaratzis, 2008). One could distinguish then between virtual and 

actualized assets, with narratives delineating or suggesting the potential value of something, its 

position as an asset (cf. Shields, 2013).  

 

Both planning and branding strategies are likely more effective when they are based on an 

awareness of locally existing narratives and asset definitions (Van Assche et al. 2016; Sandercock, 

2003; Healey, 2006; Jensen, 2007). Existing local narratives can be reinforced through 

embedding in larger place brand narratives, through place branding strategy, through spatial 

change triggered by planning, for instance by protecting, connecting or creating assets (Van 

Assche and Lo, 2011). Thus, both narrative and physical space, and the physical conditions of a 

place, are to an extent amenable to coordinated intervention, to intentional change, to re-design 

(Oliveira, 2016). With change in one possibly affecting change in the other.  
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Both narratives and spatial transformation occur for many reasons and the limits of spatial 

planning and narrative design are thus multiple and not always transparent. The articulation of a 

narrative makes it subjected to the strategizing by actors, and might trigger change in other 

narratives, including identity narratives, and narratives of history and place. The act of branding 

a place, as rendering a narrative more visible, distributing it, including others, can create its own 

resistance, from mockery to economic counter- strategy and search for alternative images and 

identities (Gotham, 2007; Lucarelli & Brorstrom, 2013; Ntounis & Kavaratzis, 2017). Similarly, 

the act of planning, which includes plan-making and plan-implementation exercises, is bound to 

trigger alternative plans and counter- narratives (Flyvbjerg, 1998). Moreover, the fact that spatial 

planning directly affects property values and the set of economic activities possible in a place, is 

an additional reason why planning, even if sensitive for narrative dynamics, is likely to create new 

and unanticipated dynamics (Van Assche, Duineveld & Beunen, 2014). If spatial plans or place 

brands are becoming disconnected from dominant narratives and asset versions in the 

community, they are not likely to have a sustainable effect, even if outsiders like the 

communicated stories.  

 

Relating spatial planning and place branding: a typology  

 

In the context of governance, different possible relations between planning and branding can be 

envisioned and assessed.  We discuss below a typology of this linkage between spatial planning 

and place branding through the lenses of governance: 

 

1. Integrated strategy. One type of strategy is a combined planning and branding strategy, which 

might work well when the above mentioned virtuous circle seems within reach. Such joint 

strategy, which could emphasize either planning or branding depending on the case, does not 

necessarily require a pre-existing tradition of branding places. It would, however, benefit 

greatly from a pre-existing planning tradition, which enables spatial transformation (Healey, 

2006; Albrechts, 2015). When assets are already recognized, and already seen in the light of a 

unifying narrative of place, a combination of planning and place branding in a unified strategy 

is easier to envision and accept (see in this issue Porter, 2020). Furthermore, strong 

articulation between place actors, civic participation at the local level and the coordination of 

spatial policies are also key for effective joint planning and branding strategies.  
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2. One part of the other. Despite our warnings against simply subsuming branding under 

planning or the other way around, against making one simply part of the other, in some 

circumstances this might be the way forward. For example, Oliveira (2015) explores the roles 

of place branding as an instrument for the attainment of strategic spatial planning goals but 

acknowledges also that place branding can play a ‘dominant’ role over spatial planning 

strategies. Our argument is that this cannot be a general recipe, without studying the 

governance path and configurations of each place. When, however, there is a strong planning 

tradition, with planning aiming at broader community development, when this tradition is 

proven to be flexible and open to new perspectives, and when it is in touch with local 

perceptions of assets and narratives of place, planning could provide the frame for branding 

activities. Place branding can make planning more sensitive to value creation then, help it to 

look forward, towards constructing new identities building on existing ones. Or, when planning 

is weak, yet there is a strong civic tradition of cooperation towards common goals, a new 

branding frame might be more achievable, and within this frame, elements of spatial planning 

can come into being (see in this issue Deffner et al., 2020).  

 

3. Shared focus. One can also relate planning and branding strategies by means of a shared focus. 

This can be a type of asset especially important locally, either to preserve or to create, or, 

possibly related to the first, one policy domain especially relevant for the community such as 

environmental protection, landscape conservation, agriculture and food production, water 

quality and economic restructuring (see in this issue Porter, 2020; Jordan & Lenschow, 2010; 

Van Assche & Hornidge, 2015). It is still possible then to institutionalize one (planning or 

branding) differently from the other, more lightly than the other, so it supports the activities in 

the other strategy. This then is an example of policy coordination as a light form of policy 

integration (Candel & Biesbroek, 2016; Van Assche & Djanibekov, 2012). Branding could be a 

flanking measure of planning, and light institutionalization can also be positive for more 

autonomous decision-making (and budgeting) and for flexible adaptation (e.g. by means of 

project organizations with limited lifespan). 

 

4. Design as the link. Design can be the linking element between planning and branding (see in 

this issue Radosavljević et al., 2020; Van Assche, Beunen, Duineveld & De Jong, 2012; Dawson 

& Higgins, 2009). Specifically, in such form of the relation, branding remains blissfully 

ignorant of some of the more legal-bureaucratic aspects of planning, but pays attention when 

design comes into play, since this can affect the image more directly. Branding can also inspire, 
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argue for, more design-oriented approaches in planning, with design not restricted to one scale 

or to new developments, but including issues of preservation of landscape and other elements 

in new structures, or protection and construction of new landscape structures. ‘Design’ can 

then take the shape of a separate actor, a brokering organization, or it can be a selectivity in the 

projects and policies coming through planning, and signals in the direction of planning when 

branding sees the need for spatial interventions. 

 

5. Participatory and less so. A different relation can emerge or be established when spatial 

planning or place branding is more participatory than the other. One can think of a scenario of 

transition or reinvention, where a community wants to rethink itself, its future, its assets, and 

thus a more radically participatory exercise in governance might be in place. This could be a 

transformation of, or an offshoot of, the planning arena, yet, it could also be a new arena for 

community reinvention, which can take the character of place branding, in its recent 

emanations i.e. involving community change, beyond representation and marketing (see in this 

issue Grenni et al., 2020; Kavaratzis, 2018). If one is much more participatory than the other, 

this can provide a combination of rigidity and flexibility in governance, a structure allowing for 

creativity and institutional experiment, while keeping an eye on the necessary rigidities, i.e. the 

stabilization of expectations (see in this issue San Eugenio Vela et al., 2020; Van Assche et al. 

2012). If planning represents the more rigid aspect of governance, part of checks and balances, 

it can at the same time help in implementing (and inspiring) some of the visions coming out of 

the branding-as-reinvention arena. This relation is thus one of keeping in check, and of 

enabling (Gunder & Hillier, 2016; see in this issue Deffner et al., 2020). 

 

6. Multilevel governance. Planning and branding can be located on different scales or levels of 

governance. The relation between planning and branding at one level is likely to be influenced 

by the relation between the two on another level. This influence can be both, positive or 

negative. What happens regularly, is that some form of place branding strategy exists at 

regional level, with minimal planning presence there, while locally, spatial planning affects 

decision-making more intensively than branding. Such differential emphasis is not necessarily 

bad and to some extent part of each context. It does however pose specific requirements for 

coordination. At each scale, planning and branding can still complement each other, if 

mechanisms exist for collaboration or at least mutual awareness (cf. Yea & Bjorner, 2018). 

Coordination between levels might be necessary to maintain the unity of narrative and action, 

to perform the balancing act recounted above.  
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7. Long term and short term. One can imagine a scenario where one has a long-term emphasis, 

thus a more strategic nature, than the other. If, for example, planning is community-

development led, already sensitive to narrative and value (Parker & Street, 2018), then 

branding could be an activity towards more short-term goals. One can also argue that in such 

case, planning takes care of most of the strategic branding activity, yet a separate actor remains 

responsible for campaigns, events, projects of limited duration (Jensen, 2007; Cleave et al. 

2017). Alternatively, branding can be more oriented towards implementation (a combination 

of short-term actions and long-term goals) of strategic visions coming out of the planning 

arena. It has been assumed that some of the attempts to respond to the complex issues places 

are facing depend on the ability to combine the creation of strategic long-term visions with 

short-term actions (Albrechts, 2015) or a series of short-term projects (Hillier, 2010). 

 

8. Preservation versus innovation. Different relations between planning and branding can occur 

when they are both linked to the dichotomy preservation versus innovation. While planning 

could represent the more conservative side, focusing on preservation of assets, places, heritage, 

place branding could do more on changing place narratives. Yet, it could also be the other way 

around, with branding more focusing on preservation of assets seen as valuable, and planning 

more oriented on development. Branding then would shift the focus of planning towards 

context-sensitive development and ongoing redevelopment, fitting new into old. The 

discussion between planning and branding, recognizable as separate actors and perspectives, 

can be an internalized and institutionalized site of reflection in governance on this eternal 

dilemma. Both innovation and preservation have seemingly objective arguments, in general 

and per case, and by structuring an internal and transparent discussion between these 

viewpoints in governance, the quality of decision-making and adaptation is likely to be 

enhanced.  

 

9. Variable relation. If both are firmly embedded in governance, and their relation can be 

refashioned with relative ease, the changing of the relation can be part of an overarching 

strategy of adaptive governance. This requires a clear overview of both planning and branding 

in overarching governance arena’s, an ongoing assessment of their functioning and value, an 

insight into the added value of alternative relationships. We acknowledge, however, that in the 

longer-term everything could changes, every relation could be reshaped (Van Assche et al. 
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2014a); the characteristic of this form of relation lies in the strategic and repeated change in 

the relationship.  

 

Certainly, other ways of typifying the relations between planning and branding can be imagined. 

The presented typology starts from the premise that embedding of both planning and branding in 

governance is a good thing, and from the idea that both planning and branding revolve around 

assets created and maintained through narratives, which in turn can inspire policy and 

coordinated action.  

 

Searching synergies of planning and branding with spatial governance  

 

The emphasis on embedding of both planning and branding in governance stems from the idea 

that this not only enhances local legitimacy and the potential effect of resulting strategies, but also 

makes it possible to coordinate the two towards synergetic effects. The balancing act required to 

start the virtuous circle of asset creation described above, can be assisted by a combination of 

planning and branding. When branding expands to ideas on changing or preserving a place and 

bringing new activities, it enters the planning domain. Place branding gains in effectiveness when 

integrated within a wider intervention for the place and when synergistically combined with 

planning and spatial design interventions (see in this issue Lucarelli & Heldt Cassel, 2020).  

 

A more careful observation of governance will show that combining planning and place branding 

strategies might not always be possible, nor desirable. The evolution of governance means that, 

where combined strategies are possible, this option might not last forever, and while it lasts, it 

might not be the most privileged site of policy integration. Likewise, the place in governance 

where possibilities for planning and place branding exists, might not be the dominant site for 

strategy formation, significantly reducing the effects of particular strategies. Local groups might 

for example find a place for organic farming, some related business, create a brand for a particular 

neighbourhood and therewith work on the future of that neighbourhood, but chances are slim 

that their efforts will sort effect beyond that place. In other words, the fact that integrated 

planning and branding strategies seem possible, does not determine how important they should 

and can be.  

 

Spatial planning and place branding can find each other in the acceptance of a meta- or framing 

asset, that is the physical landscape, a product of nature and history, of contingency and of 
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strategy. Planning leans on, and transforms landscapes (Van Assche & Lo, 2011), while place 

branding relies on and produces synthetic images of place which go beyond objects, details or 

events (Donner et al. 2017; Anholt, 2008). The landscape itself can often function as an asset that 

can frame and enhance other assets (Kavaratzis, 2008). Overall, related spatial planning and 

place branding strategies could provide a more realistic view over spatial realities, where 

identities, assets, qualities and landscape are paramount for spatial development (Oliveira, 2016). 

Lack of planning and branding, obsession with single resources and short-term perspectives, lack 

of strategy and of diversity in perspectives, often leads to a degradation of the landscape. 

Governance then is the place to maintain long-term perspectives and diverse perspectives on 

community development, to remind the community that alternatives are always possible, that 

some things can be interpreted as future assets that the landscape itself is worth valuing, as a 

spatial structure, which could accommodate diverse activities fitting alternative futures (Van 

Assche & Hornidge, 2015). In Provence, a region in south-eastern France bordering Italy and the 

Mediterranean Sea, lavender is more attractive as a visitor charmer than as an agricultural 

product, and this is possible because of preservation of cultural landscapes (Donner, Horlings, 

Fort & Vellema, 2017). 

 

Such functioning of landscape as meta-asset will not always work, as some landscapes are less 

interesting, more damaged, or less appreciated. The choice for landscape has to emerge out of 

localized analysis, yet the story of the potential of landscape should caution decision-makers 

about easy ignorance, about easily missing assets and routinely allowing degradation of heritage, 

of nature, of landscapes as the sum of all. Similarly, and linking to our points on discursive 

construction, alternative representations and appreciations of landscape and lifestyle might exist, 

which might endow new values on a place. Places are being rediscovered all the time, based on 

products, stories, movies, songs, on writings old and new. Yet at some point rediscovery becomes 

tough, when not much is recognizable, when few pleasant activities remain possible. Again, 

physical and narrative structures can reinforce or undermine each other, towards value creation 

in place, or towards value destruction and destruction of alternative future.  
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Conclusion 

The conscious relating of spatial planning and place branding strategies can in many places offer 

a useful tool to coordinate the use, conservation and development of natural and urban 

landscapes. In this paper, we emphasize the value in both spatial planning and place branding 

and demonstrate the potential synergies. Finding those synergies is a matter of discovering a 

locally and regionally appropriate form of relating planning and branding. The benefits can be a 

stabilization of places and the identification of new economic opportunities through a perspective 

on place- based- value creation. The possible problems are in the realm of increasing complexity 

of governance, costly overlaps, and most importantly, a possible democratic deficit, often 

commented upon by critics of place branding and critics of expert- driven planning.  

 

We, therefore, argued strongly for the embedding of both planning and branding in place-based 

governance structures and showed that governance has to be understood as an evolving system. 

This is important because, firstly, if governance is understood as co-evolving actors, institutions, 

power and knowledge, then the analysis of community-specific governance paths can tell us what 

is possible in terms of re-locating and re-relating planning and branding, and which 

transformations of governance in that direction are most likely to work. Secondly, this clear 

embedding of both planning and branding in governance helps to understand the narrative 

dynamics in and about the place: what are the existing images of place, assets, values, value 

creation? Successful planning and branding have to be rooted in this set of images and discourses, 

yet also aware of their position in governance, in order to work with them, build on them. Path 

mapping, and within this, the mapping of narratives and assets, can help to identify existing and 

possible relations between planning and branding. Maximizing integration is not always possible, 

nor desirable. Fixing a particular relation might be problematic as well. 

 

Our understanding of narrative construction of assets, of identities and of governance structures 

entails a limitation in terms of policy integration and degree of control, but it also comes with the 

promise of flexibility, of new opportunities to be grasped by developing new forms of sensitivity 

and reflexivity for place, narrative, product, and their potential relation. Even where landscapes 

are not the most appealing ‘asset’, space is ultimately the integrating concept, as we are dealing 

with attempts to root economies in place, and preserve and create qualities in a place, by linking 

them systematically yet flexibly to value creation. We have debated here that this requires 

attention to the many ways in which spatial planning and place branding can cross-fertilize each 

other and to the embedding of both in evolving spatial governance structures. 
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