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Abstract
The study explores how a cultural route supports the identity of a place. The study applies co-creative and identity-based 
place-branding theory and advances research on the significant role of culture when various actors identify with the brand 
of a place. Moreover, cultural sustainability is seen as a form of meta-narrative that frames the symbiosis of a place brand 
and its cultural values. Contributing to the previous research on branding a cultural route, this study discusses the value of 
a person (an architect) to the branding of a cultural route. The study also contributes to place-branding theory by linking 
the discourse on architectural heritage and branding an emerging cultural route. We used a single and critical case approach 
focusing on one of the sites representing a group of cities involved in the branding of the Alvar Aalto cultural route. Various 
qualitative research methods including interviews and publicly available material were utilized. The study presents empirical 
findings on branding an emergent cultural route. As a key theoretical contribution, the study shows how the culture and image 
of an individual site are expressed in the cohesive brand identity of that cultural route. Communication and co-creation are 
revealed to be prerequisites of efficient collaboration.
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Introduction

This study contributes to the discussion on place-branding 
theories evolving toward the brand-identity-based approach 
that addresses the culture of the place as part of its iden-
tity and integral to its image (Kavaratzis and Hatch 2013). 
Moreover, the study follows “recent paradigmatic shifts from 
managerial to co-creative branding and from consumer to 
multi-stakeholder approaches in marketing” (Von Wallpach 
et al. 2017, p. 395; see also Martinez 2016; Fan 2014). Previ-
ous studies have focused on the co-creation of a city’s brand 
(Hatch and Schultz 2010; Merrilees et al. 2014; Casais and 
Monteiro 2019), while this study examines how a cultural 

route exploits co-creation by several small localities to sup-
port a joint brand identity.

Thematic and cultural routes are attached to attractions 
organically tied to the geographical space. Furthermore, the 
uniqueness and individuality of a site are made distinct by 
integrating both physical and immaterial heritage into a the-
matic cultural route, thus offering a new space for discovery 
and experience seeking (Majdoub 2010). Linking attractions 
and activities in marginal or rural areas can then be used as a 
development tool for rural areas or small places not only by 
bringing visitors to the destination but also by stimulating 
cooperation and communication between local, regional, and 
national, and even international, communities. According to 
Mitoula and Kaldis (2019, p. 118), the cities connected to a 
cultural route tend to “develop their own identity and brand 
name so that visitors and general public opinion could asso-
ciate the city with its cultural heritage, and also to develop 
its recognizable brand name with an emphasis on culture.” 
Contrary to the previous approach which emphasizes the 
specific brand identity of each city along a cultural route, 
this study shows that all cities or places on a cultural route 
can benefit from operating under the same brand. The view 
is supported by Majdoub (2010), who claims that the search 
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for common coherence is important when considering the 
image and visibility of a destination.

The purpose of this study is to explore how a cultural 
route expresses the identity of a place. Both academics and 
practitioners have become interested in the relationship 
between culture and place branding and understand that the 
culture of a place plays a significant role when residents and 
other stakeholders identify with the place’s brand (Scara-
manga 2015). This article follows prior research establishing 
cultural explanations of the place-branding process through 
which place brands are created (Pedeliento and Kavaratzis 
2019; Mayes 2008). More specifically, the article examines 
the connectivity between architecture and place branding 
(Cvitković and Kline 2017). Owing to the unique attrib-
utes of individuals, place branding often uses personalities, 
such as artists with a local connection (architects, sculptors, 
or painters), to create associations with the place (Scara-
manga 2015). We extend the previous stream of place-brand 
research by treating cultural sustainability as a kind of meta-
narrative that frames the symbiosis of a place brand and 
cultural heritage sites. By doing so we refer to the global 
challenge of “finding sustainable strategies for cities of all 
sizes,” and enhancing understanding of “the changing rela-
tionship between urban and rural areas” (Soini and Dessein 
2015, p. xvii). Placing cultural sustainability at the core of 
urban (and rural) development, the study explores “different 
models of local sustainability that incorporate emotions and 
attachment to one’s living place” (ibid). Majdoub (2010) 
also considers cooperation important not only for the sus-
tainability of rural tourism but also for the sustainable social 
and economic development of a local community.

The case of the Alvar Aalto route offers us an option to 
analyze the defining elements of a cultural route. The fol-
lowing sections present the theoretical background of the 
research and then describe the methodology alongside the 
data collection and analysis and key findings. The theoretical 
and practical implications are presented in the conclusions 
section alongside propositions for further research.

Theoretical framework

This study adopts a co-creative branding approach and thus 
follows “recent paradigmatic shifts from managerial to co-
creative branding and from consumer to multi-stakeholder 
approaches in marketing” according to which “brand identity 
continuously emerges as a dynamic outcome of social pro-
cesses of stakeholder interaction” (Wallpach et al. 2017, p. 
395). This study accords with the interpretation grounded on 
the relationship between the place brand and place identity 
and with the suggestion of Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013, p. 
69) that, “the true nature of place branding is revealed as 
one of interaction and dialogue between stakeholders.” The 

conceptualization of Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) empha-
sizes the ongoing dialogue between all the stakeholders in 
the brand-building process. In other words, place branding 
is seen as a tool that permits the locals to communicate the 
cultural features of the place, or in our case, the sites along 
a cultural route. There is a need for internal communica-
tion between the actors when creating the core of a correct 
and clear place-brand image (Moilanen and Rainisto 2009). 
According to Aaker (2014), the enthusiasm for the place 
brand is also a considerable advantage when implementing 
a joint strategy—in our case for the cultural route. Commu-
nication also consists of the customer side and then the most 
suitable situation is that the communication is a two-way 
process (Vargo and Lusch 2008; Warnaby 2009).

This study illustrates that branding a cultural route can 
be seen from the viewpoint of finding sustainable develop-
ment strategies for cities of all sizes (Auclair and Fairclough 
2015). Auclair and Fairclough (2015) claim that while there 
is ample research on cities and sustainability only a few 
studies place cultural sustainability at the core of urban and 
rural development. Tourist routes are based on networking 
and local collaboration which, in turn, may stimulate the 
adoption of sustainable practices as a wide range of tour-
ism stakeholders should be included. Mitoula and Kaldis 
(2019) see the role of city branding as being to strengthen 
the sustainable development of the city and surrounding area 
by highlighting and exploiting the features of local cultural 
heritage. The same study defines cultural routes as a basic 
management tool for the empowerment of cultural tourism 
and notes that such events may be structured tours around 
a central thematic axis seeking to highlight the relevant 
historical and natural, intangible, and material monuments 
of a city or a larger area (ibid). The international scientific 
committee on cultural routes (ICOMOS) states a cultural 
route has “its own specific dynamic and historic functional-
ity, which must fulfill the following conditions: It must arise 
from and reflect interactive movements of people as well as 
multi-dimensional, continuous, and reciprocal exchanges of 
goods, ideas, knowledge, and values between peoples, coun-
tries, regions or continents over significant periods of time” 
(Majdoub 2010, p. 30).

Richards (2011) noted that cultural routes play an impor-
tant role in cultural tourism not only because of the physical 
journey they offer but also because they tell stories about 
the sites situated along the route. Richards calls for a new 
landscape of cultural tourism to reflect a “shift from static 
museums and monuments more toward the creative co-
creation of experiences, narratives and dreams.” (Richards, 
2011, p. xx.) Richards (2011) also notes that cultural routes 
can enable co-creation and collaboration between suppliers 
and enhance links between suppliers and consumers, and 
also increase contact with the local culture, the emphasis on 
everyday intangible heritage, and provide new grounds for 
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authenticity (a move away from authority toward context and 
originality). Much recent research has traced the concept of 
cultural heritage as it extends from a focus on the tangible to 
incorporate intangible heritage (Richards 2018). Moreover, 
the concept of cultural heritage has broadened to incorporate 
intangible goods that reflect the recognition of identity or to 
convey the value of tradition (Del Barrio et al. 2012). The 
increasing inclusion of tangible and intangible aspects of 
heritage in the tourism system is, however, prompting con-
cerns about the sustainability of heritage (Richards 2018). A 
crucial question is whether the place-branding process can 
be guided through top-down planning initiatives, or if it is 
best stimulated through grass-roots, endogenous processes 
(Braun et al. 2013). As Richards (2020) notes, co-creative 
place-branding strategies need to be sensitive to local con-
text and must be driven by a clear vision that encourages 
co-creation among the suppliers and developing a coherent 
narrative (Richards 2020).

Both Richards (2020) and Della Lucia and Trunfio (2018) 
view iconic architecture as among the most important cul-
tural catalysts used to restore the identity of a place and 
attract visitors and tourists. Dovey (2014, pp. 158–159) 
emphasizes the role of an iconic architecture that is so fun-
damental that, “cities without icons are like corporations 
without logos.” In line with Cvitković and Kline (2017), we 
focus on the connectivity between architecture and place 
branding. Similarly, Muratowski (2012) emphasizes the role 
of architecture in branding a city and argues that cities need 
a distinctive form of branding that promotes social relation-
ships and individual enterprises, and also states that archi-
tecture can be used as “a symbol of a territorial identity” 
(p. 4). Parkerson and Saunders again (2005, p. 247) view 
the most important differentiating elements for branding a 
city/place as being “the sociocultural and the manmade.” 
This view coincides with the classic brand equity concept 
consisting of the awareness of the brand, the associations 
attached to it, and the quality and loyalty linked to it (Aaker 
and Joachimstahler 2000).

Architecture can promote cultural values that reflect the 
heterogeneity of places (Muratowksi 2012, p. 7). The same 
article concludes with a key message: “city branding should 
be seen as a process that enhances the status of the city and 
the lives of its inhabitants by taking into account social, 
cultural, political and economic environments and practices” 
(Muratowksi 2012, p. 12). Asworth (2010), in turn, sug-
gests it is logical to assume that as people are unique then 
places will acquire uniqueness through the association with 
a nominated person; in our study, that person is the architect 
Alvar Aalto. According to Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta 
(2010, p. 457), “celebrity endorsement could become a more 
strategic alliance built around the linking and integration of 
the attributes of the two allying brands aiming to leverage 
the brand associations of the brands involved and enhance 

both brands’ image and reputation.” This is what the brand-
ers of the Alvar Aalto cultural route are aiming for when 
strengthening the brand associations between the route and 
the architect Alvar Aalto. Lewis (2010) examines the role 
and status of ordinary experts, such as Martha Stewart and 
Jamie Oliver, as examples of what is referred to as celebriti-
zation, and also characterizes these people and their brand-
ing as a living brand whose lifestyle expertise has become 
thoroughly commodified and merchandized (Lury 2004; 
Lewis 2010).

The theoretical discussion above is synthesized in the 
conceptualization of Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) that 
presents place branding as a co-creative dialogue between 
stakeholders. As illustrated in Fig. 1, place branding leaves 
impressions on others and the changes in the image of 
the place as well as the culture of the place will be mir-
rored in the brand identity. This study applies that model 
of Kavaratzis and Hatch (2013) in the context of branding 
a cultural route and views the identity of the place as the 
identity of the cultural route.

Prior studies (The Authors 2021) suggest interactive com-
munication between the stakeholders of a local cultural com-
munity is one of the prerequisites for effective co-creation. 
Consequently, in Fig. 1 communication and co-creation are 
shown as dimensions of networked cooperation between the 
sites of a cultural route. Following Majdoub (2010, p. 30), 
the elements of a cultural route have been included in Fig. 1. 
They are context, content, cross-cultural significance, and 
the character of a route. Context refers to the natural set-
ting; content to tangible and physical elements of cultural 
heritage; and cross-cultural significance implies a value as 
a whole that then gives a route its character–the core of the 
brand identity. In the analysis of the empirical data, we use 
the 6Cs of Branding a Cultural Route framework.

Methodology and data analysis

This study explores how a cultural route supports the iden-
tity of a place by illustrating how the elements of a cultural 
route become apparent. Our study can be characterized as 
“an intensive examination of a single case, which forms the 
basis for a theoretical analysis” (Bell et al. 2019, p. 66). We 
have chosen to investigate one of the sites on the Alvar Aalto 
cultural route as we know the site well having studied it for 
a considerable period. We started gathering data and work-
ing with key persons connected to the Alvar Aalto cultural 
route before the route was officially established. At the time 
of the interviews, one of the authors of the current study held 
an administrative management role for the local municipal-
ity that involved planning the development projects for the 
area. The two other authors also attended many of the related 
events. Our long-term involvement with the site provided 
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easy access to data and meant we could observe and inves-
tigate a variety of activities supporting the emergence of 
the cultural route. Taking an ethnographic approach enabled 
the researchers to observe actors in the field (Merriam and 
Tisdell 2016) and follow developmental activities as they 
unfolded (Tedlock 2000).

The planning of a new Alvar Aalto cultural route started 
in 2017 as part of an aim to create an international brand 
(Alvar Aalto Foundation 2019a). Alvar Aalto (1898–1976) is 
one of Finland’s most famous architects and designers, and 
it is estimated he designed around 500 buildings throughout 
his long career, which made his name a brand in the USA 
as early as the 1930s. As an architect, Aalto wanted to base 
his creativity on solid social and human values, and this was 
his way “to give life a gentler structure” (Holma and Lahti 
1996). There are about 40 cities around the world associated 
with Alvar Aalto (Alvar Aalto Foundation 2019b). A private 
Alvar Aalto Foundation and a group of 21 cities in Finland 
hosting significant buildings designed by Alvar Aalto started 
a co-creative networking project to secure Alvar Aalto’s 
material and intellectual inheritance and to promote aware-
ness of his work. The goal is to apply for the designation 
of the Alvar Aalto route as a cultural route certified by the 
Council of Europe. The Alvar Aalto Foundation also plans to 
apply to have the sites of Aalto’s work designated UNESCO 

world heritage sites (WHS). Earlier research on WHS has to 
a great extent been connected to the tourism specialization 
and economic development of the sites (Arezki, Cherif and 
Piotrowski 2009; Frey, Pamini and Steiner 2011; Kayahan 
and Vanblarcom 2012) or the impact of the designation on 
the local communities (Jimura 2011). Several studies and 
case examples show that the WHS designation spurs con-
siderable growth in tourist flow and visitor awareness (King 
and Halpenny 2014) and local inhabitants react positively to 
the world heritage symbol (Jimura 2011).

We selected a case we assessed would provide the 
most constructive learning experience. Our case study is 
an instrumental case study, meaning we focus on learn-
ing about and understanding a broader issue through a 
detailed examination of one particular case (Stake 1995). 
The current research could also be described as a critical 
case study, which according to Yin (2003) offers a com-
prehensive understanding of the circumstances relevant to 
the analysis. Knights and McCabe (1997) argue that a case 
study offers a vehicle through which to unite several quali-
tative methods. The data supporting this study were gath-
ered using various qualitative research methods including 
interviews and publicly available texts. The study started 
in 2012 when we gathered data from one of the sites on 
the Alvar Aalto cultural route. The particular site is widely 
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known for its buildings designed by Alvar Aalto. The tex-
tual research material of the study comprised 10 items of 
news and notices published by the Alvar Aalto Foundation 
and other content on the publicly available official website 
of the Alvar Aalto Foundation (www. alvar aalto. fi) and the 
Alvar Aalto route (visit.alvaraalto.fi) published between 
2017 and 2020 (Rapley and Rees 2018). The material was 
collected and organized before content analysis was under-
taken (Patton 2002; Silverman 2013).

We conducted intensive face-to-face interviews (Riess-
man 2004) with five small business owners, a representative 
of the company that owned many of the Aalto buildings on 
the site, two representatives of NGOs operating in the local 
community, three municipality representatives who had a 
coordinating role in the brand-building of the place, and 
representatives from two public sector agencies.

In addition, in 2018, we interviewed the coordinator of 
the Alvar Aalto route from the Alvar Aalto Foundation by 
telephone to discern how the branding project of the Alvar 
Aalto cities had been developed and the intentions around 
marketing the route. We also held several conversations at 
various events with the interviewees. The interviewees’ pro-
files are presented in Table 1.

We analyzed the data by conducting a thematic analysis, 
which is one of the most common approaches applied in 
qualitative data analysis (Bell et al. 2019). In searching for 
themes, we identified recurring topics among the accounts of 
the interviewees (Ryan and Bernard 2003; Bell et al. 2019). 
In our data, the name of the architect Alvar Aalto often came 
up when the interviewees were asked what aspects should 
be highlighted in the branding of the area. Clearly, Alvar 
Aalto’s architecture was considered to hold significant value 
for the identity of the site. We identified similarities and 
differences in the narratives of the interviewees and also 
identified categories, which we presented as dimensions and 
elements of a cultural route following the theoretical frame-
work of our study. Consequently, we used those categories as 
“a springboard for themes” in analyzing the data (Bell et al., 
2019, p. 519). This action aligns with the work of Braun 
and Clarke (2006) emphasizing that the themes identified 
in a qualitative study not only relate to the research focus 
of the study but also provide a basis for the researchers’ 
theoretical understanding of the data (Bell et al. 2019). The 
following section includes an analysis of the data catego-
rized that encapsulated the elements and dimensions of a 
cultural route.

Table 1  Interviewees of the study

Interviewees Small business entrepreneurs Interviewed

1 Visual and performance artist who runs an art gallery and a perfume shop established in 1936 by her mother 2014
2 Owner of a design sauna who runs a cafeteria in a building designed by architect Alvar Aalto in the 1940s then func-

tioning both as a sauna and a laundry for the workers in the neighboring factories
2014

3 Owner of an art house who started a cultural center on an old family estate to display her artwork and paintings, and 
also to generate some income to cover the costs of the house

2014

4 Owner of a boutique offering quality fashion brands for women and men. The name of her shop incorporates the 
first names of a couple of an old local industrial family

2014

5 Handicraft artisan who ran handicrafts and cultural tourism enterprises for more than 20 years but has now closed 
her business. She still works as an artist and is active in the local artists association

2020

6 Service director at the company that owns many of the historic buildings on the site. The firm started a new line of 
business offering guest services in 2010

2014

NGOs
7 Coordinator of the local non-profit youth association. In the Ironworks Village, also runs a summer café with a 

sideline selling local handicrafts
2014

8 Executive director of artist-in-residence program (an independent association) seeking to bring the art world and the 
community closer together. Activities are funded by local and regional art and cultural institutions, organizations, 
and individuals

2020

Municipal representatives
9 Administrative manager 2014
10 Cultural manager 2014
11 Business development manager 2014

Other public sector agencies
12 Executive director at the regional research center acting as a national specialist in the fields of bioeconomy, the food 

industry, and water protection and as a member of international, interdisciplinary networks
2014

13 Executive director of the regional association that develops rural areas, e.g., living villages and rural tourism related 
to nature, culture, art, and crafts. Activities are mainly funded by the EU

2014

14 Representative of the Alvar Aalto Foundation 2018

http://www.alvaraalto.fi
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Key arguments/findings

The content analysis of the textual materials started with 
the notice of application for the establishment of the Alvar 
Aalto cities network in February 2017. The productiza-
tion of the joint route was agreed upon between the 21 
target cities, which have made great efforts to promote 
sites associated with Alvar Aalto. The coordinator of the 
Alvar Aalto Foundation confirmed the intention was to 
increase the visibility and awareness of all Aalto sites by 
organizing a collaborative network and a joint brand and 
to launch a website capable of presenting the whole route. 
The textual analysis of the content primarily shows the 
legacy of Aalto’s work derived from the cultural heritage 
of the place (Alvar Aalto Foundation 2019a; 2019b). The 
phases of the cooperation with the timeline and stages 
were clearly distinguished in the material, for example, the 
setting up of a Finnish Alvar Aalto route (February 2018) 
and the opening of a new web page built around Alvar 
Aalto’s architecture in May 2018.

Internal communication has been key to the develop-
ment of the route. The Alvar Aalto Foundation (2019b) 
coordinates cooperation (Interviewee 14, representative of 
the Alvar Aalto Foundation) in an egalitarian and nonhier-
archical network (Interviewee 9, administrative manager) 
creating circumstances in which “brand identity continu-
ously emerges as a dynamic outcome of social processes 
of stakeholder interaction” (Wallpach et al. 2017). Market-
ing the cultural Alvar Aalto cities as a cohesive cultural 
route will serve a new and varied audience with a special 
interest in architecture. Authorized travel agencies are now 
selling Alvar Aalto city tours.

The context of a cultural route refers to the natural set-
ting of a route (Majdoub 2010). In the case of Alvar Aalto 
route the history and traditions of the preceding genera-
tions are safeguarded by ensuring that the business is prof-
itable. In the interview material this can be perceived, e. g. 
the large family-run company—the owner of most of the 
buildings on the site with a strong cultural and industrial 
heritage—sees enormous value in maintaining, preserving, 
and developing the site. The service director envisages the 
place being full of life and not merely a museum. Alvar 
Aalto’s architecture has attracted a combination of micro, 
small, and large enterprises to cooperate, even before the 
networking for the Alvar Aalto cities project started. Act-
ing under a joint brand identity was one of the main goals 
of the local enterprises and those involved in business 
development before the network expanded to involve all 
the Alvar Aalto cities. The activity on the site resonates 
with the emphasis placed by Von Wallpach et al. (2017) 
on the recent paradigmatic shift from managerial to co-
creative branding and from consumer to multi-stakeholder 

approaches in marketing that stress the relationship 
between the place brand and place identity (Kavaratzis 
and Hatch 2013).

We have this image of industrial history and you can 
still sense the life of work and industry here. You see 
the smoke of the factory chimneys and meet the many 
foreign employees of the factories. Many of them also 
live in the area. (Interviewee 6, service director)

Our data show that the buildings designed by Alvar Aalto 
are part of people’s everyday lives, constituting part of the 
content of their lifestyles with roots in the history that influ-
ences their livelihood and housing in the village. The built 
environment has been an integral part of their childhood, 
youth and adulthood. Some of the interviewees also tell 
about the persons about the experiences of earlier genera-
tions. We emphasize the significant and often forgotten role 
of local inhabitants in co-creating a brand (Martinez 2016; 
Fan 2014).

Understanding the history of a place is the first step 
in creating something in common along the way to 
creating a brand for the village. If it did not have such 
a significant industrial history, the famous architect 
Alvar Aalto might never have come to the site. (Inter-
viewee 9, administrative manager)

The interviewees live and work in the village, which 
brings Aalto’s architecture into their everyday lives; as illus-
trated in the following example:

I’ve been raised in this industrial environment, so I 
have probably grown into the Ironworks Village, and 
as I said, the sauna [designed by Alvar Aalto in the 
1940s] was waiting for us to renovate it (Interviewee 
2, small business entrepreneur).

The international and cross-cultural significance of Aalto 
as crucial factor forming one site’s strengths was evident 
in the interviews with the local stakeholders observed in 
the long-term case study. Those informants surmised that 
Aalto’s design work in any of the Alvar Aalto cities would 
attract international architecture students and enthusiasts. 
Aalto’s reputation is undeniable, not only as the most famous 
Finnish architect; but also as “the most significant repre-
sentative of The Other Tradition of Modern Architecture 
who believed strongly in realism and humanism” (Pallasmaa 
2019, p. 21). Alvar Aalto was a celebrity of his time, but as 
his name and fame are enduring, he can be regarded as a 
living brand (Lewis 2010) of the current time as well. The 
following citation is a concrete example of a living brand.

When a French group was here for the first time on a 
nature and fishing trip, there was an architect who was 
thrilled when he realized he was staying overnight in a 
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house designed by Alvar Aalto. He no longer seemed 
to be that interested in fishing. I then took him to the 
design sauna (designed and decorated by architect 
Alvar Aalto in the 1940s). When we stepped in the 
architect, Bruno was his name, stood there without 
saying a word. He then went around touching the walls 
and tables and chairs. He starts tapping the phone and 
speaks French for a while, I don’t know French. “We 
are coming here with a group of French architects next 
autumn.” Last autumn he was here with a group of 
architects. You know, even though I appreciate this 
place very much, so this is something completely 
unique. (Interviewee 12, the executive director of the 
research center)

This study highlights the importance of the character of 
Alvar Aalto’s work in branding a cultural route consisting 
of the Alvar Aalto cities. The significance of Alvar Aalto 
as an architect in the place branding emerged clearly in the 
values expressed. Alvar Aalto is considered a value in and 
of himself: his reputation is indisputable and established 
among architects worldwide, drawing foreign visitors from 
as far away as Japan. When interviewed, the cultural man-
ager focused strongly on the architecture in attracting visi-
tors and tourists to the village.

The findings of the study confirm that communicating 
joint goals, understanding the goals of all stakeholders, and 
fostering equal participation are important contributors to 
the process of joint value co-creation in branding a cul-
tural route. The character of a cultural route contributes to 
establishing a common vision to guide the brand-building 
and especially the brand maintenance process. Important 
aspects of branding a cultural route are setting joint goals 
and encouraging equal degrees of participation among those 
involved. The value co-creation of an individual site must 
be in accordance with the cross-cultural significance of the 
route as a whole. This notion is very much linked to the 
content of the cultural route, in other words to the core and 
essence of the brand. This is a prerequisite for more inte-
grated product development and for cohesive communica-
tion on the attraction of the sites along a cultural route.

Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to explore how a cultural 
route expresses the identity of the partner sites. The multi-
stakeholder approach adopted in the study made it possible 
to explore the value co-creation in the context of branding 
a cultural route. The analysis was based on the theoretical 
discussion of place branding and cultural route. The current 
study contributes to the identity-based approach of place-
branding theory (Kavaratzis and Hatch 2013) in highlighting 

how the image and the culture of a place interact and mani-
fest in the context of a cultural route. The core character 
expressed through the place identity of a site inspired and 
prompted the expansion of a network of cities that ulti-
mately formed a cultural route based on the significance 
of an architect’s work. The study applies the paradigmatic 
shift from managerial to co-creative branding in the context 
of a cultural route and from consumer to multi-stakeholder 
approaches in marketing in line with the work of several 
researchers (Von Wallpach et al. 2017; Martinez 2016; Fan 
2014). The study echoes the view of Kavaratzis and Hatch 
(2013) on the identity of a brand—here, a cultural route—
emerging in a network of active partner sites that are equal 
regardless of the size of the site. Moreover, the study con-
tributes to previous research on branding a cultural route in 
that it focuses on interaction and dialogue between stake-
holders—as called for by Martinez (2016) and Fan (2014)—
without overlooking the significant role of local inhabitants 
in co-creating a cultural route as a brand.

Our study shows that integrated communication and mar-
keting improves the visibility and accessibility of the sites. 
When that process of enhancing the visibility and accessibil-
ity has been completed, the sites can offer a service to tour-
ists with a special interest in the built environment, architec-
ture, and an architect’s portfolio of work. This agrees with 
the idea that co-creation and communication are essential to 
the formation of a cultural route (Majdoub 2010). Follow-
ing the arguments by Richards (2007, 2011) and Majdoub 
(2010) this study contributes to the research on cultural tour-
ism focusing on how co-creation and collaboration between 
the sites of a cultural route enhance links between service 
providers and tourists, and thus increase contact with the 
local culture. The study also contributes to the academic 
branding discourse, in which cultural sites are at the core 
of the brand, by discussing the perspective of cultural sus-
tainability (Auclair and Fairclough 2015). The increasing 
inclusion of tangible and intangible aspects of heritage in the 
tourism system is, however, prompting concerns about the 
sustainability of heritage (Richards 2018, 2020). The study 
follows the stream of research interested in the relationship 
between culture and place branding and which appreciates 
the role played by the culture of the place when residents 
and other stakeholders identify with a place’s brand (Scara-
manga 2015).

Furthermore, the current study contributes to place-
branding theory by linking the discourse on architec-
tural heritage and branding an emerging cultural route. 
Previous studies have focused more on the co-creation of 
a city’s brand (e.g., Hatch and Schultz 2010; Merrilees 
et al. 2014; Casais and Monteiro 2019), whereas this study 
pays attention to a cultural route comprising Alvar Aalto 
sites. By linking the discourse on the architectural herit-
age attributable to a specific individual—architect Alvar 
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Aalto—in branding an emerging cultural route, the study 
contributes to the theories of place branding and value co-
creation. Earlier research on using architecture in brand-
ing has largely concentrated on branding individual cities 
(Muratowski, 2012; Cvitković and Kline 2017) even in 
the context of a cultural route (Mitoula and Kaldis, 2019), 
while this study focuses on using architecture in brand-
ing a cultural route to support a joint brand identity of 
several small localities. Muratowski (2012) argues that in 
several international cities, architecture has been used as 
a medium in branding that promotes social relationships 
and individual enterprises and can be used as a symbol of 
territorial identity. This study contributes to this because 
the Alvar Aalto cities exemplify the first case of such a 
symbol being applied to the branding of a cultural route.

This study offers a managerial implication in that it 
shows that the co-creative approach in branding a cultural 
route facilitates the sites collaborating, for example, in 
marketing their destinations and combining the offerings 
of several attractions that alone would struggle to attract 
visitors. For the local communities and the policymak-
ers, cultural tourism and collaboration on a cultural route 
contribute to the sustainable development of the region. 
Finding sustainable strategies for cities of all sizes is a 
fundamental global challenge, but focusing on small and 
medium-sized cities—as this study does—illuminates the 
changing relationship between urban and rural realities 
(Soini and Dessein 2015). We have placed sustainable 
culture at the core of branding a cultural route connecting 
small towns and cities under a joint brand (Majdoub 2010). 
There is ample research on cities and sustainability, but 
unlike most of those contributions, our study highlights 
the value of a person (and that person’s work as an archi-
tect) in branding a cultural route. The decision to extend 
a network of cities to constitute a cultural route around 
the core character of a variety of sites resonates strongly 
with how the residents of a local community perceive the 
identity of a place. Consequently, a cultural route is con-
sidered to have social and cultural value for the people 
who, for example, inhabit the buildings of its constituent 
sites and for the culture that they reflect. A cultural route 
can thus offer the prospect of enhanced wellbeing to the 
residents of its sites.

A limitation of the study is its very specific context and 
content and that it was conducted in one country. As an 
option for future studies, the theoretical framework of the 
study could be applied in contexts other than architectural 
ones and also in other countries. Moreover, surveying visi-
tors to more than one place along the route and other rel-
evant stakeholders in various countries and cultures would 
offer a more comprehensive picture of the phenomenon. A 
future study might also focus on the digitalization of a cul-
tural route.
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